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Abstract
My submission for the degree is comprised of two components: the text of my
novel Travelling with the Duke and the supporting exegesis Travelling with the Duke:
Origins, Structure, Technique. Travelling with the Duke has been accepted for
publication by Random House in early 2009.
Travelling with the Duke is a romantic comedy set in Australia and Italy. It is a
comic variation on the theme of the fatal charm of Italy. The novel is written in the
tradition of fictions about English-speakers travelling to Italy. The novel explores the
fatal attraction of Italy, Italian culture, and Tuscany in particular for three generations of
Australian women.
Renaissance art is a major motif, explored from the perspectives of experts and
amateurs from Italy and Australia. Particular art works inform the structure of the
narrative and shape the meaning of the novel. Piero della Francesca’s fifteenth-century
portrait of the Duke of Urbino is vivid and present throughout, his relationship with
Nelly develops with the plot. As the novel opens, Nelly, understood by her family to
have no friends, relies on the Duke for companionship and advice. By the novel’s close
Nelly has acquired a cast of more current confidantes and friends.
For Nelly’s daughter, Jenny, the novel is a journey from personal fantasies and
loneliness through to a confrontation with renaissance art in Florence as a threat
followed by personal transformation and reconciliation.
Nelly’s granddaughter, Katherine, an Australian art historian, is transformed
from limited professional observation of art to the reality of romance, the erotic and
artistic creativity.

The exegesis, Travelling with the Duke: Origins, Structure, Technique, explains
the influences that have shaped the novel, and its narrative structure and literary
concerns. I am a playwright with a considerable body of work including plays that have
been performed in Australia and internationally. I have a long connection with theatre
as an actor and director. For long periods of my life I have lived and worked in Italy;
and like many of the characters, I remain a student of the language. The exegesis
explores how my background and experiences have informed the style and narrative.
The exegesis describes and analyses other main structural and stylistic issues
including: the genre of the English-speaking traveller in Italy; intertextual use of literary
models and renaissance art; and literary theory. E.M.Forster provides a central reference
point for my interest in the travel genre. The application of theory to my work is
examined in relation to M.M. Bakhtin’s theory of the novel; theory that is founded in an
interest in the historical and social world and the relations between representation and
reality.
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ONE
La fuga - the escape

‘Buon giorno!’
‘Buon giorno, Paolo,’ Nelly replied from under the bedclothes.
‘Una bella giornata!’
‘Bellissima!’ said Nelly, sitting up to look out of the window.
Nelly Larkin lay back in bed listening to Paolo, the announcer on 2IT, the ItalianAustralian radio station, giving his virtuoso performance of the morning news. The fact
that she understood very little only added to her enjoyment. Much better to imagine the
variations on accidents, natural disasters, tragedies, acts of heroism, terrorism, political
unrest, uprisings, and mean minded government policy. At her age she considered
herself part of the history that was repeating itself. As for the weather? Well, she
already knew that it was una bella giornata. As Paolo’s voice rose and fell, racing from
his pizzicato on the double consonants to the lovingly elongated adverbs, Nelly closed
her eyes, seeing him as the young Marcello Mastroiani, standing at a microphone on a
dais between two Roman columns.
‘Ciao Paolo,’ she said, as she turned off the radio and heard the predictable
sounds of Mrs Ellis, her downstairs neighbor, dragging pot plants around her balcony.
She’s at it again, thought Nelly. Any moment now she’ll be feeding the currawongs
with dog biscuits, swearing at that black cat, and lying in wait for me. Getting out of
bed, Nelly pulled off her old silk pajamas and stood looking at herself in the long cheval
mirror. Well aware that there was always a choice between seeing the person who
stared back at her or seeing the person she wanted to see, Nelly decided it was a day for
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facing up to reality. Over the years she had collected expressions she had heard, or read,
believing they presented a fair description of her development. She had moved beyond
‘full bloom’ to ‘matronly softness’, but now?
‘Cadente,’ she said. ‘Drooping’ or ‘sagging’ were such unpleasant words,
whereas the connotations of the Italian word were much more gratifying. ‘Cadente,’ she
repeated, licking her finger, and attempting to smooth the wild, black eyebrows that
were such a surprising contrast to her silver hair. She made a mental note to look up
‘eyebrows’ in her Italian dictionary, and pulled a face at herself in the mirror.
Two black currawongs swooped past the window, wolf whistling, as she lay
down on the floor to do her stretching exercises while reciting the present tense of her
Italian verb for the day - fuggire - to escape. After rolling over to the all fours position,
she got to her feet with some difficulty and wrapped herself in the bed cover. She
opened the window, took three deep breaths and shouted the first person of her new
verb to the tree tops.
‘Fuggo!’

*

‘I think I’d like a change of scenery,’ was how she put it to Mrs Ellis. It was
later that morning when Nelly sat wedged in between the pot plants, drinking weak,
milky tea, while trying to slip one of Mrs Ellis's stale milk arrowroot biscuits into her
pocket. She nicks them from the nursing home, Nelly thought, yapping away at her frail
little sister, kissing her on the head while she pops them into her handbag. Nelly moved
her hand from her pocket and, fiddling with her gold chain, smiled at Mrs Ellis who was
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eying her suspiciously.
Mrs Ellis sat for a moment, staring at Nelly’s pocket. Suddenly she jumped to
her feet and darted around picking up squashed snails and tossing them over the
balcony.
‘Miserable little buggers,’ she said, ‘they’re after my woolly-headed cacti.’
‘I can't imagine why,’ said Nelly.
‘Prickles don't bother them,' said Mrs Ellis. ‘Salt's the thing, frizzles them up in
no time.’
‘So it does,’ said Nelly. ‘I'd forgotten.’
‘Oh, we oldies forget.’ Amanda Ellis took every opportunity of reminding Nelly
of her age. ‘Sometimes I wake up in the morning and can't for the life of me remember
who I am.’ She chuckled, turned on the hose, and began to water the succulents
growing in her long-departed children's gum boots. ‘Graham’s lamb's ears are doing
beautifully,’ she said, ‘but I'll have to keep an eye on this anexopia of Lucy's, she was
always the difficult one.’ With a sigh she dragged the anexopia away from the other
plants into a shady corner. ‘The Blue Mountains would be nice,’ she added vaguely.
Nelly was counting the snails hiding behind a black rubber gum boot.
‘They'll be all bubbles and froth after a good sprinkling,’ Mrs Ellis continued
with relish, ‘but there's no remedy for this.’ She handed Nelly a wilted leaf from the
anexopia. ‘Just think, that silly Lucy in New York with a merchant bank and it was me
who started her off. All those aluminium cans we collected at a dollar a kilo, setting her
mind on capitalism, making her greedy. Nothing but aluminium cans, aluminium cans,
morning noon and night, and now it's a post card twice a year if I'm lucky.’
Nelly remembered the mountains of cans in plastic bags stacked in the laundry,
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and skinny little Lucy with wispy hair and skinny legs.
‘With no news, just chit chat about the share market.’
Then it was up, up and away. Grubby Lucy turning into a corporate butterfly.
‘Will you look at this!’ Mrs Ellis was pulling weeds from a tough aloe plant
growing in the biggest gum boot.
‘She must have worked hard,’ Nelly said. ‘Aren't you proud of her?’
‘Proud! I'm disgusted! What's more, her father would turn ...’
Mrs Ellis sniffed, and turned away to wipe the leaves of the plant with the sleeve
of her cardigan.
‘Isn't Geoff's aloe a beauty? It was just the same with his singlets and socks.
Turn your back for half a minute and he went up a size. I'll be having to re-boot him
soon.’
Nelly laughed, but Mrs Ellis had a funny look in her eye.
‘If I was you,’ she said, ‘I'd keep away from those fish ferns, they'll drip all over
you.’
‘I'll be careful.’
‘Well, nowadays you have to be and these changes of scenery, they can be very
unsettling.’ She caught Nelly by the arm, clinging, whispering. ‘But perhaps that's what
you're after.’
Drifting, loosening her grip, she stared at Nelly with watery eyes.
‘My husband, Bruce, didn't wear gum boots you see. There's an old pair of his
sandshoes in the broom cupboard, I've thought about them, but I worry ...’
Nelly made a break for it up the stairs.
‘Don't worry Mrs Ellis.’
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‘Oh but I do,’ Mrs Ellis called after her, ‘they mightn't hold the water.’

Nelly’s daughter Jenny was sweeping up dead cockroaches in time to the music
of The Animals, circa 1960. She had always encouraged the children to believe she had
been there, hanging out in scruffy clothes, raving with sweaty arm pits to the primal
music. In fact, she had probably been wearing spotted organza, smooching to 'Good
Night Sweetheart' at a college ball. Perhaps, even then, in the kitchen, opening cans of
Heinz baby food. It was best not be too precise about the past. 'Makes life more
interesting,' she would say as an excuse, 'Sometimes I choose to remember what I
would have liked to have been doing.'
It was the difference between reality and retro that complicated things. She had
tried to explain. No one changed into joggers to walk to the station. You had to hobble
all the way in your stilettos. They were extremely uncomfortable, sank into the grass if
you stood still and caused permanent back injuries. There were no open-top Chevvies in
the suburb where she had grown up, and Elvis was not ‘in.’
'What do you mean, he wasn't in?'
'Perhaps I was the wrong age.'
'Too young or too old?'
'Can't remember,' and she would distract them by acting the fool, grabbing one
of them, dancing and singing,
'You're never too young or too old,
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You're never too …
She gave up on truthful reminiscences. A suburban adolescence of Holdens and
hand signals, a life without take-aways, cappuccino, computers, CDs, DVDs, mobile
phones, video clips or drugs was beyond their imagination, although she vividly
remembered one party when she had almost been in the right place at the right time. It
was in the summer of full skirts and halter-neck tops, the music was as sweet and
innocuous as the fruit punch, and she had been sitting on a veranda with a young man,
in a checked shirt, who was seriously interested in square dancing. A group in black
leather had gate-crashed, arriving on motor bikes, with a bottle of Jack Daniels and a
record someone had brought back from America. They danced recklessly (before they
were thrown out) and, feeling the beat of the music in the pit of her stomach, she had
longed to join in, although no one would have guessed.
Jenny had researched her imaginary past by watching vintage video clips on
Rage and browsing through old music magazines in second-hand book shops. Now it
didn't matter. They had all left home, and her husband, Philip, who often gave the game
away, had disappeared.
Today, she knew only too well what she was doing, sweeping up cockroaches
and talking to the cat. 'I must tell everyone about these new, impregnated killer-mats,'
she said to herself, ‘they’re wonderful.' Cockroaches were one of the few things Jenny
was incapable of feeling sorry for and they went with her mood, in tune with the hard
rock from The Animals.
"Oh no, no no no no no,
Oh! Oh no! Don't bring me down …”
'Great fuzz guitar.' She tried it out on the phone, to her eldest son.
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There was no answer.
'Of course, Hilton Valentine was into LSD by that time and right off the planet.'
Silence. It was hard to know what they were thinking.
"You complain and criticise,
I feel I'm nothing in your eyes.
Oh! Oh no! Don't bring me down …”
It was only a week since Jenny had walked out of her job. She had been called
into the conference room, where the executive committee sat around the large black
melamine table. They smiled, glowing with professional concern and self satisfaction.
'Jenny! It has been brought to our attention that, when answering the phone, you
call the Director of Educational Services “Danny Boy”.'
'He's Irish. He likes it.’
They winced.
'Also, we would appreciate you wearing corporate clothes.'
'I beg your pardon?'
'Corporate.'
'A suit?’
They smiled. 'With appropriate shoes.'
Jenny looked down at her feet.
'And your hair.'
'There's something wrong with my hair?'
'To be frank, yes.'
She knew that was it. There was no way back. She longed for The Animals to
walk through the door, hit the lot of them over their heads with electric guitars and carry
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her off to the smoke filled Downbeat Club. But this was the new millennium. The
Animals were old, tamed, and probably brain damaged. It was too late. Sitting on the
edge of the sink, she settled down to wallow in her favourite love song, swinging her
purple, lace-up boots in time to the music.
"If you ever change your mind
About leaving, leaving me behind,
Oh, bring it to me, bring your sweet loving
Bring it on home to me, yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah.”
Any moment the hairs on the back of her neck would bristle, as promised by the
Rolling Stone review of 1963. Probably mind over matter, she thought, but the tears
were genuine. She wiped her eyes on the tea-towel, and considered sending a tape to her
husband, if she could discover where he was. Somewhere in some jungle.
'But we're not going to worry about that today, are we?' she asked the cat, who
was delicately juggling an upside-down cockroach.
Switching off the tape deck she tucked her shirt into her jeans and, after finding
her coat and handbag under a pile of dirty washing, bolted the back door and ran down
the stairs.

Give me geraniums any day, Nelly thought as she admired the bright red flowers
in their terracotta pots. They're cheerful and know how to look after themselves.
Flowers from the jacaranda tree had blown into the corner of Nelly's balcony where she
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was sitting, the wilted petals fading like Mrs Ellis's eyes. Nelly had seen all the
photographs. How many times had she been trapped on the couch with tea and biscuits,
while Mrs Ellis wheeled her collection of albums across the room on an auto tray?
‘Here goes! We'll start at the beginning, with the black and whites.’ Young
Amanda out in the world: smiling, laughing, pulling funny faces, holding a fish,
standing proudly with her father's prize pumpkin, larking about on the high diving
board, gawky and shy in a taffeta evening gown, tipsy in a paper hat at a Christmas
party. Mrs Ellis would sing to herself as she turned the pages, wiping her glasses,
rubbing and dabbing at her eyes. ‘Five foot two, eyes of blue.’
‘Show me the coloured ones,’ Nelly would say to please her. ‘Let's see those
beautiful blue eyes.’
‘Always my best feature. They'll get you into a whole lot of trouble, that's what
they used to tell me. But they never did.’

*

Nelly swept the blue flowers into the dustpan and shook them over the balcony.
There'll be no gum boots for me, no tears, no clinging (she could still feel Mrs Ellis's
grip on her arm) and no more thinking about it.
She had been working on her great escape for weeks, after what Mrs Ellis
referred to as the ‘falling out’ with her daughter, Jenny. All family visits were
cancelled. Nelly was surprised at her own energy and sense of achievement as she
emptied cupboards and drawers, sorted, threw away, and made daily bus trips to St
Vincent de Paul. She discovered a collection of old recipes and worked her way through
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the favourite desserts of her childhood - she had forgotten the joys of passion fruit fluff
- and spent a week making green tomato pickle and peach chutney which she left on the
kitchen table, neatly labelled, JENNY - FOR YOUR ATTENTION. Finally, there were the old
letters including one from her ex-husband.
Nelly,
It would be a kindness if you would return my gold watch along with
my copy of Baedeker’s ITALY - From The Alps To Naples (London
1909). Maureen and I are moving to a retirement village where only
a few personal belongings are permitted. The watch belonged to my
father as did the Baedeker and I would like to have them by my side.
Of course, after what seems like a life time, and is, you may no
longer have it in your possession. Registered mail would be
appreciated.
Stephen
Oh well, thought Nelly, as she wrapped the watch in her old lacy underwear,
sprinkled with the dregs of her perfume bottles, he's welcome to it. She decided to keep
the Baedeker. Feeling free and uncluttered she looked around the empty rooms. The
book shelves and china cabinet were empty, the walls bare, except for her print of the
Duke of Urbino, staring at her, with his one eye, from above the mantelpiece. Taking
the tea pot out to the balcony she emptied it onto the geraniums.
'Piss weak, don't you think?’ she called to the Duke. ‘My old tea and her old
eyes. Now, I'm making orange pekoe, with a kick to it. What's more, I'm having three
teaspoons of sugar.'
‘No skin off my broken nose’, the Duke might have said.

TRAVELLING with the DUKE

‘Why do you think my mother has a thing about this Federico, the Duke of
Urbino?’ Jenny had once asked her daughter and two sons as they walked to the car
after a Sunday visit to Nelly.
‘I wouldn't worry about it,’ Jim answered. ‘Every second person I know’s got
that print stuck up somewhere, usually in the toilet.’
‘You must know some funny people,’ said Harry, who was rather lost when it
came to discussions on art.
‘Usually next to The Birth of Venus.’
‘Don't be a snob,’ said Katherine.
‘Who said I didn't like it?’
‘You sneered.’
‘I love Botticelli. Everyone loves Botticelli.’
‘It's because you said “in the toilet”.’ Harry was taking sides,
‘Oh stop it!’ said Jenny, who enjoyed hearing them squabble as though they
were little children again. ‘This is no help.’
Jenny lagged behind as they climbed the hill, watching her three children,
observing their differences. Jim, tall and lean, loped up the hill, in much the way she
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imagined Phillip would lope through the jungle. Single minded and determined, Jim’s
head was always full of indisputable facts, whereas Phillip would be thinking of …
what was his latest research topic? Yet, both of them, irresistibly gentle and honest
when they remembered to communicate. Harry, shorter than both Jim and Katherine
seemed always to be making up for it. A louder voice, pushy, energetic, and always
showing off one way or another. He had taken off his leather jacket and for the first
time Jenny noticed his Celtic, arm-band tattoo. Why Celtic, she thought. It must be the
latest thing, or perhaps it was all those fairy and dragon stories Nelly used to read to
him. Harry, the great communicator, who screamed when he was a baby and now
laughed more than most people, was nudging Katherine in the ribs while at the same
time he gave Jim a not too friendly push. He waved to the man across the road who was
mending his car and turned back to Jenny, shouting,
‘Come on Mum!’
‘I’ll catch up!’ Jenny called back to him. She sat on a low brick fence and
watched Katherine gradually striding ahead to take the lead. Katherine, happy and
intimate most of the time, confident, keeping to a well laid plan, and then … well it was
easy to tell when she had something up her sleeve. It was all in the eyebrows, those
thick dark eyebrows, like Nelly’s.
They had stopped and were waving to her. For a moment she didn’t want to
move, feeling exhausted at the thought of how hard it was too keep up (in more ways
than one), and the complicated business of loving all three of them. As for Nelly? She
gave the impression of loving no one, with the possible exception of a dead Renaissance
duke.
They were still arguing about her. Katherine, with her hands on her hips, seemed
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to be winning.
‘You’re quite wrong! Grandma hates Botticelli.’
‘Nonsense!’ said Jim.
‘It is not nonsense, she told me.’
‘What do you think Mum?’ asked Harry, grabbing Jenny by the arm.
‘I’ve been trying to work out what it could be about the Duke,’ said Jenny. ‘I
think it's his red hat. It's so cheerful.’
‘He's a weird looking guy,’ said Harry. ‘What about that nose? He’s as ugly as
hell.’
‘Was,’ said Jim.
‘What?’
‘Was a weird looking guy, he's dead.’
‘As if I didn't know that?’
‘Fourteen hundred and something.'
‘Don't be pedantic,’ said Jenny, ‘Harry's right. So why would my mother want
him hanging on the kitchen wall?’
‘Fame,’ said Jim, ‘he's a four star della Francesca.’
‘We all know about della Francesca,’ Katherine was raising her voice, ‘but
Mum's right, it's the red hat that hits you in the eye.’
‘Looks like someone hit him in the eye,’ said Harry.
‘Someone did,’ Jim said.
‘What?’
‘Poke his eye out. He's only got one.’
‘Had one,’ said Katherine.
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Jim ignored her. 'And no bridge to his nose.'
'Poor bugger,’ Harry laughed as he stuck out his chin, closed one eye and
pushed in his nose with his finger. ‘I’m on to him now. Fred Urbino, retired rugby
player.’
Jim allowed himself a moment of indulgence. ‘Federico di Montefeltro, a
Renaissance prince, a condottiere and patron of the arts.’
‘What’s a condotiwhatsit?’ asked Harry.
‘Fourteen twenty, to fourteen eighty two,’ Jim said, ‘I’ve remembered.’
Katherine, who was studying art history, glared at him. ‘Ignore him Harry, he’s
showing off, anyone can rattle off dates.’
‘Not me,’ said Harry with some pride.
Jenny stopped for a moment, looking back towards Nelly's flat.
‘An ugly prince,’ she said, ‘in a wonderful hat. I suppose that's reason enough to
like him.’

*

‘Is it next Monday you're off to visit your son?’ Nelly asked Mrs Ellis.
Mrs Ellis looking lovingly at her plants. ‘I'll leave out the salt and the packet of
fertiliser, only one dose mind, don't overdo it, and I'll give them a good soaking before I
leave on Monday morning.’ She sat, looking dejected, stroking the leaves of the big
aloe plant. ‘I've got a feeling Geoff'd like to put me off, but I'm going anyway.’
‘You're imagining things,’ Nelly said, ‘why don't you put the kettle on.’
‘It's always on, but these last few weeks you've been so busy, running around, in
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and out ...’
She knows I'm up to something, thought Nelly.
‘Up and down on the bus ...’
‘Tidying up,’ said Nelly.
‘Huh! Well, come on,’ Mrs Ellis said irritably, scraping her shoes on the
balcony railing. ‘We could have coffee for a change and a chat. I'm fed up with showing
you my photograph albums.’

*

Nelly rang the owner of Antiques and Collectibles.
'You'll give me a price for the lot?' she asked.
'Everything, Madam, from chiffoniers to egg beaters.’
‘If the price is right I want them out the door by the end of the week'.
‘Not a problem. Have a nice day.’
Nelly hung up and glared at the phone.
‘Not our type of person’ she said to the Duke. She rolled back the corner of the
rug, pulled out a map and spread it on the table.
The Carta Automobilistica, Touring Club Italiano - foglio 11 had been delivered
in a fruit box, hidden under a lettuce, with a note from Pino the green grocer.
Dear Mrs Larkin
My grandson Alberto who is very clever at school is writing this for
me. I have asked all my family and this map comes from my cousin
Vito who is now a rich man and goes to Italy many times backwards
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and forwards. He likes to hunt, not the birds but the wild pigs, and
he says this will be the place perfect for you and is very beautiful. I
have marked it with a little sticker from an apple. It calls itself
Ponteremo. The lettuce is to you a present and I promise I will never
say a word. Vito says you can keep this map.
Greetings,
Pino Arena

*

‘But Pino,’ Nelly had said in a whisperered conversation behind the counter,
‘this place, Ponteremo, it is in Tuscany?’
‘Ah! That is what is so clever. It is!’
‘But I rather thought you would suggest somewhere in the South.’
‘Pino’s face fell. ‘You do not like Tuscany?’
‘Of course,’said Nelly, ‘everyone does. That’s the problem.’
‘It is not a problem for Vito,’ said Pino, pretending to rearrange a pyramid of
apples, ‘and that Vito, I’m telling you, he gets around. Perfect! he said, Per la Signora
è perfetto!’ He handed Nelly an apple.
‘Grazie Pino,’ said Nelly, thinking this is becoming difficult.
‘Prego. Per la Signora è perfetto,’ he repeated, standing his ground.
‘It’s just,’ said Nelly hesitantly, ‘that everyone goes to Tuscany.’
‘But not to Ponteremo! Vito says it is very hard to find, very hard to get to, but
once you know, then it is very easy.’
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‘There is one other thing. I am a little concerned about the wild pigs.’
‘The wild pigs!’ Pino burst into laughter as he served a man in a business suit
who was standing impatiently with a bunch of roses and a pineapple. ‘She is worried
about the wild pigs.’
‘Remember’, said Nelly when the man had gone, ‘it’s a secret.’
‘Ah yes! Just you and me.’
‘And Vito.’
‘Of course. But he has learnt from his business dealings to keep his mouth
closed.’
‘And the pigs?’
‘I cinghiali! Deliziosi!’

Nelly thought the Carta Automobilistica D’ Italia - foglio 11 was beautiful.
Spreading out from the thick black line of the autostrada was a web of bright red,
yellow, blue and green lines, covering the entire map. She found symbols for ancient
ruins, deserted abbeys, castles, scenes of famous battles, mountain passes and railways
with level crossings in what appeared to be impossible places. She even found one
small, black square with a flag marking an albergo isolato, which, she thought, was
challenging but too difficult. The road to Ponteremo reminded her of an illustration
from a medical textbook. Like the small intestine, she thought, as she ran her finger
along the vivid yellow line which twisted and turned and looped its way northwards
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towards the mountains. After Ponteremo it faded into a broken line, a strada praticabile
con difficoltà, which Nelly decided, after checking in her Italian dictionary, summed up
her intentions - accessible with difficulty.
She folded the map neatly and, using her dictionary again, tried to make sense of
the advertisement on the cover - TOTAL GTS - l’ OLIO CHE NON HA PAURA DI NIENTE - the
oil that’s not frightened of anything. She crossed out l’olio, and wrote Nelly Larkin.
‘That’ll do me,’ she said. ‘Nelly Larkin, non ha paura di niente.’ 1

*

fuggire…to run away…fuggo…I run away…fuggirò…I will run away…fuggirei… I would run away…fuggi!… run away! …
fuggire…to run away… fuggo …I run away…fuggirò…I will run away…fuggirei… I would run away…fuggi!… run
away!...fuggire…to run away…
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TWO

Jenny had decided to call a truce and visit Nelly. Five minutes later she changed her
mind and set off to catch the ferry into the city.
As she stepped onto the wharf at the quay she saw the banner outside the
Waterfront Gallery advertising an exhibition, Photographic Retrospective, New York,
1965 - 1975. She decided she might pick up some new material. She liked the idea of
dropping New York anecdotes into her conversations. ‘That night we freaked out at
Madison Square Gardens,’ or ‘I once saw the most remarkable thing when strolling
through Central Park in my fringed waistcoat.’
There was no queue. Imitation Andy Warhol I suppose, she thought, as she
walked quickly past the stainless steel sculptures in the foyer.
She was alone in the exhibition room. The white-painted, brick walls were
covered with large, black and white photographs in shining, grey metal frames. It took
her some time to realise she was looking at a profile of a very large, black penis. Oh
well, it had been the sixties. Putting on her glasses she moved to the next photograph.
Another one. This time not solitary, but with buttocks, slightly out of focus, glimmering
as though they had been anointed with oil. Everywhere she looked there were more, of
all shapes and sizes. One, held by a black gloved hand, others bound in string or strips
of leather, and a remarkably elegant example hanging out of the opened fly of a pair of
pinstriped trousers.
She stood staring, more aware of herself than the photographs, feeling lonely
and awkward, and definitely out of sorts. There was something worrying her. Perhaps
she was in what her friends called denial. Jenny pondered on that, thinking vaguely
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about Phillip, and how his penis, well lit, photographed and framed, would have done
quite well in the exhibition.
Suddenly, she remembered she had not washed her hands after picking up the
cockroach killer mats and hurried to find the toilet. It was not easy. The doors were so
discreetly merged into the architecture of the room she had a moment of panic. I'm sure
to be poisoned, she thought, remembering the chips she had eaten on the ferry. Did I
lick my fingers? I usually do. In the shining, white tiled room she frantically pushed the
soap container, washed her hands and splashed her face with cold water. Finding the hot
air drier was out of order she unrolled a streamer of toilet paper to dab at her face, and
wiped her hands on the legs of her jeans.
'My world is out of order,' she repeated to herself in the mirror as she fluffed up
the front of her hair, painted her eyes and put on her scarlet lipstick. After difficulties
with the overlarge, stainless steel knob she managed to open the door.
She was no longer alone in the gallery. There was a young man with bunches of
cameras strung around his neck, and several women gazing with serious, thoughtful
faces at the photographs. The Penis of the Pinstriped Suit was a hot favourite. Two
women, one wearing a smart suit, the other with a silk shawl thrown over a dress
decorated with tassels, were whispering intensely. Jenny hovered behind them to listen.
'Origins in the neo-classical.’ Jenny could only catch snippets of the comments,
‘such perfection in form ... erotic ... ambiguous.'
'Breathtaking!' exclaimed the tasselled woman as she took a step backwards and
stood on Jenny's toe.
'Jesus!' shrieked Jenny.
'So sorry,’ said the woman.
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'My fault,’ said Jenny, standing on one foot, wincing with the stabbing pain in
her big toe, ‘I’m sorry. It was definitely my fault.'

She tried to smile, wishing she

hadn't said ‘Jesus.’
'I just didn't see you standing there behind me. Did you, Babs?'
'No, but then I was so engrossed,’ said the friend. ‘You too I suppose?' She
smiled, and looked down at Jenny's feet. 'And such beautiful, purple boots, definitely
not to be trodden on.'
'It was my fault,’ said Jenny again.
'Nonsense. Helen’s always been clumsy, haven't you dear? I suggest a coffee.
Come along.'
Taking Jenny by the arm she bustled her out to the coffee shop on the terrace,
asked her name and ordered coffee and pastries, at the same time gesturing impatiently
to Helen, who was hanging back to take another look at the gleaming buttocks.
'Don't think I'm upset about Babs telling me I'm clumsy,’ said Helen as she
joined them under the market umbrella and rearranged the silk shawl over her
shoulders, 'we've been friends since we were girls.'
'Sixty years!' said Babs proudly, taking off her large tortoiseshell glasses and
beaming at both of them. ‘Now tell me dear, what did you think?'
Jenny could not answer. She had just realised that they were old. Not a little old,
but really old, like her mother, and here they were, happily chatting away about sexual
fantasies, the penis as an art object, and erotic ambiguity.
'What was?' she managed to say.
'What was what, dear?' asked Babs, taking another Danish pastry.
'Ambiguous?
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They told her, with erudite explanations, references to the expensive catalogue,
and great enthusiasm.
Jenny looked thoughtful, nodded, and smiled, but she was not listening. She was
thinking of her mother.
'I must go,' she said, standing up from the table, fumbling in her bag for her
purse but knowing they would insist on paying. ‘I'm going to find my mother.'
'Have you mislaid her dear?' said Babs, laughing as she handed back Jenny's ten
dollars.
'No. It's my husband I've mislaid. But it's alright,' she added quickly. ‘He’ll turn
up, he always does, and I have the cat.'
'Babs loves cats, don't you Babs?'
'And computers, I worship my laptop.' She wrote something on the back of her
catalogue and handed it to Jenny, ‘You might like to take this, we don't need two, and
this is my phone number. Do ring, same day, same time, next month, we'll be here for
Interacting on the Interface.'
'Of course,' said Jenny, 'I also have the children, three grown up children.'
'Me too,' said Helen, and four grandchildren and a dog. Babs has her computer,
her cats and her ... what do you call him now, dear?'
'My partner,' Babs answered in a matter of fact way as she dabbed at her lips
with the paper napkin.
‘Good bye. Thanks for the coffee,’ said Jenny as she stood up to leave. They
were busy now, paying the bill, zipping up their handbags. Jenny sat down again.
'In the gallery I was eavesdropping. I was listening in to your conversation.'
'We know dear,' said Helen, 'but I still didn't mean to stand on your toe.'
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*

Jenny hurried along the waterfront to the ferry terminal, throwing coins into the
violin cases, cardboard boxes, and hats of every busker she passed, irrespective of their
performances. She smiled at the tourists, the man at the newspaper stand, the woman
selling wind-up dogs, and announced to the deck hand,
'I'm going to see my mother.'
'Good on you, luv,' he called as she ran up the gang plank.
It was two months since she had seen Nelly.
'I don't want to come and live with you,' Nelly had said. 'Thank you for asking,
but I don't want to'.
Jenny had fussed around, making cups of tea, rearranging the furniture and
ornaments, and, as she thought, being caring and affectionate.
Nelly thought differently.
'But you need looking after,' Jenny said. 'I would like to look after you.'
'You want me to be there to feed the cat.'
'Nonsense.'
'So you can go gallivanting around, without any responsibilities.'
'I don't gallivant. Anyway, it's a silly word, old fashioned and ...’
'Like me.'
'Did I say that?'
'It's what you meant.'
‘Nelly …’

TRAVELLING with the DUKE

24

'I think you should call me mother.'
'But I've never called you mother.'
'Then perhaps it's time you started.'
Throughout the argument Nelly attempted to play one of the roles she had
developed in order to keep her temper. She decided on 'the rich and confident traveller
in the lounge of Raffles Hotel'. She imagined the whirr of the ceiling fans, the elegant,
woven cane furniture and potted palms, and accepted Jenny's cups of tea as though they
were gin slings served by a waiter she could tip and dismiss with a snap of her fingers.
She sat very still, her back straight, chin up, determined not to be trapped by her
love for her daughter
'I don't understand what the problem is,' Jenny said, moving around the room
and straightening the pictures.
'The immediate problem is that you are speaking to me as though you are a
kindergarten teacher.'
'Don't be ridiculous.'
'Don't be patronising.'
'The family and I have been worrying about you.'
'Bugger the family.'
Jenny was always taken by surprise when her mother swore.
'I didn't hear that,' she said, looking around desperately for something to put
away, move or dust. She gave up and headed for the kitchen.
'Don't even think of putting the kettle on,' Nelly said.
'I wasn't. I'm looking for something stronger.'
'You'll find a bottle of Sambuca in the cupboard nearest the window. That's if
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you haven't moved it', Nelly added hastily. She felt herself softening and had to keep
her wits about her.
As they sat in silence, sipping their drinks, Nelly looked at Jenny, who was
sprawled on the couch. She thought how ridiculous her daughter looked, a mother of
three grown up children, with hair like a parrot, dangling earrings, and those incredible
purple boots.
'It's raining,' Jenny said.
Nelly listened for a moment.
'It isn't raining. It's Mrs Ellis watering her gum boots.'
'What?'
'She grows things in her children's old gum boots.'
'That's sweet.'
'Sweet! She's as mad as a meat axe.’
'What a nasty thing to say.'
'It's the truth', said Nelly, pouring herself another drink.
'I wouldn't have too much if I were you,’ Jenny said, realising at once she had
made a mistake and promptly making another. 'I suppose it's lonely for her, living alone
at her age.'
'Go on, say it.'
'Say what?'
'Why doesn't she move in with one of her children? Or perhaps they could
arrange a nice little retirement village.'
'Well.'
'She likes watering her gum boots.'
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'It was you who said she was mad.'
'Perhaps she likes being mad.'
'This stuff tastes like black jelly beans,' Jenny said. She stood up and tipped the
remains of her drink into a potted azalea on the phone table.
'I happen to like black jelly beans,' said Nelly, 'and you have probably killed my
azalea.'
There was a lull while Jenny went out to the balcony and waved to Mrs Ellis,
who looked up suspiciously with the hose in her hand.
A minute later Jenny was back, her hair dripping on to the carpet.
'She didn't mean to,' she said. 'It was an accident.'
'I wouldn't be too sure,’ Nelly said, laughing. ‘She probably thought you were
her daughter, Lucy. She hates Lucy.'
'Why?' Jenny asked, taking a towel from the kitchen and wrapping it around her
head in a turban.
'Because she's a merchant banker.'
'That's awful.'
'Hating her or being a merchant banker?'
'Both.'
They laughed and Nelly relaxed. That's it for this time, she thought, as she
tossed away the cushion from behind her back, stretched out her legs, wondering if she
might have another Sambuca. Now, she could turn off the Raffles Hotel ceiling fans and
relax.
'I'll have to be honest with you,' Jenny said.
'Fire ahead,' Nelly said light-heartedly, unprepared for Jenny to move in (as she

TRAVELLING with the DUKE

27

saw it in retrospect) for the kill.
'What really concerns us is that you have started talking to yourself.'
Nelly sat up, suddenly alert, 'I beg your pardon?'
'I've noticed it, once or twice when you thought I was out of ear shot, but I
thought it was nothing to worry about. I put it down to ...’
'Old age?'
Jenny did not answer.
'So you all decided I was getting old and batty like Mrs Ellis.'
'It was last weekend, when Jim called in after lunch and the front door was open.
You didn't know he was there, he heard you, having a long passionate conversation with
...’ she paused, gathering her courage, 'with no one.'
Nelly was on her feet. She took a deep breath and plunged into her icy Bette
Davis voice.
'I'll have you know I was talking to the Duke.'
'Oh dear.'
'There's no "oh dear" about it. I often talk to him. Mind you, it could have been
Paolo,’ she muttered under her breath.
‘Who?’
‘Paolo!’ Nelly shouted.
‘Who in the hell is Paolo?’
‘None of your business! But if it was in the afternoon it must have been the
Duke. Since the dog died, he's the best companion I have, and, like the dog, he doesn't
answer back.'
'You could talk to me,' Jenny said feebly, 'or the boys. You used to talk to
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Katherine when she was home.' She was crying, wiping her tears with the corner of the
towel. 'They're your grandchildren. I thought you liked them.'
'I love my grandchildren,' Nelly said firmly, ignoring the tears, 'but the things I
tell the Duke I couldn't tell to another living soul.'
'That's sad,' said Jenny, sniffing.
Nelly handed her a white linen handkerchief.
'It's not at all sad. The Duke has been with me since you were a little girl.' She
was beginning to feel trapped. They might go to her doctor, or one of those counsellors
or psychologists or whatever they were, to get advice.
'I was thinking,' Jenny said, 'it might be wise if I took him, I mean, it, down.'
Nelly stood silently, and let her go on.
'Just for a while, to break the habit.'
'Like heroin? Nelly asked, with a deceptive smile.
'Not quite,' Jenny answered, smiling in return.
The final round Jenny found hard to remember. Nelly, arm raised, finger
pointing to the door, speaking in a deep, controlled whisper.
'Out! Out of my house!'
Her own protests, more tears, Nelly's voice, quiet but burning with indignation.
'I am sound in body and mind.'
Then Jenny had found herself on the front doorstep, the door shut behind her
and Mrs Ellis calling as she ran down the stairs.
'So sorry, a mistake. Sorry! I'm very sorry!'
Since then there had been no phone calls, and no reconciliation.
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*

Jenny found her favourite corner outside on the bottom deck of the ferry and ran
through the conversation she intended to have with her mother.
She would tell her about the exhibition, how Babs and Helen (they seemed like
old friends when she thought of them) had made her realise she had developed an
incorrect attitude to old (better make it older) people. Then she would ask Nelly if she
would like to visit the gallery. Nelly would drop the hoity toity voice, hug her, they
would both laugh, turn it into a joke. They might even invite Mrs Ellis up for a cup of
tea. Later, after something to eat (something easy and comforting, like boiled eggs with
toast fingers), they would sit in the fading light and Nelly would answer some of the
questions Jenny had always wanted to ask.
Why have I always felt you were someone else in disguise?
Why do you keep trying to learn Italian? Unsuccessfully, she would add, if she
had the nerve.
Do you remember what I was doing when the Beatles toured Australia in 1969?
As the ferry turned the point, a gust of wind blew a fine spray of water over
Jenny’s face and hair. Smiling to herself as she thought of Mrs Ellis with the hose, she
tucked herself into the corner under the stairs, pulled her coat around her and turned her
face into the wind.
It was then she remembered the letters she had picked up from the letter box on
her way out that morning. It seems like a month ago, she thought, as she rummaged
through her handbag and found the two letters glued to the gallery catalogue by an old,
sticky peppermint. One was obviously the water rates, the other, with Italian stamps,
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was from her daughter. Jenny was puzzled. Katherine should be in London. She must be
on one of those trips they arrange for art students, she thought, as she opened the
envelope. Inside there was a post card, a painting of a naked woman and man. The
woman, with a ribbon of muslin tied under her breasts, was leaning back, her fingers
over the edge of the frame, while the man, with a golden beard and a kind of fish
serpent's tail, bent over her, touching her face with his outstretched hand. How lovely,
thought Jenny, turning over the card.
Dear Mum,
Thought I'd better put this in an envelope so as not to upset the
postie.
Great news! As you can see I'm in Italy. Met this old guy at the
Institute, who turned out to be a professor researching the
'iconological significance of decorative representations’? So far
that's meant dirty pictures on walls - only joking. He was desperate
for an assistant and likes Australians. I'm paid! But not much. Don't
worry, he's old and a bit loopy but it's all OK. Letter following. Tell
Jim & Harry, esp. Jim. Love to you & everyone. Show this card to
Nelly.
XXXXXX Kathy.
Jenny was pleased. It sounded much more fun than those incomprehensible
essays her daughter used to write. It might lead somewhere, you never know, and she
was being paid. Jenny tried to make out the small print on the card, parts of which were
covered by Katherine's ant-like writing. Jupiter … Olympia … Sala di Amore e Ps
…Palazzo T… Mantova.
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I think I would like to go to Italy, Jenny thought, as she turned the card over to
look at the painting.
Only then did she notice that the male figure had, not only a scaled sea serpent’s
tail, but a large, erect penis aimed directly at Olympia. If only she had opened her letters
before meeting Babs and Helen. It would have made their day. Funny how it was the
last thing you noticed when you looked at the picture. The postman would have missed
it for sure. Perhaps because the lovers were so beautiful. Olympia had one leg thrown
over Jupiter's back, her heel resting on his buttock, her toes nearly touching the green
twisting tail. For the second time that day she thought of Philip. She stopped herself and
concentrated on the strange images in the background of the painting. There was a
bizarre, winged, bird-like creature, and peering around the frame, the head of a man
who was having his eye poked out. Serves him right, thought Jenny, but it must mean
something. What was it Katherine had written, "iconological significance?"
As she moved to the side of the ferry watching the deck hand prepare to throw
the rope, the wind caught the letters she held in her hand, blowing the envelope with the
water rates into the water.
'Hope they weren't love letters,' said the deck hand as he tried to catch them.
Jenny grinned as she put the post card in her pocket. 'Not really, only the water
rates.'
They stood together, watching the paper swirling in the backwash as the ferry
pulled into the wharf.
'Well, they're back where they belong,' he said, throwing the rope.
Without waiting for the gang plank, she jumped from the ferry onto the wharf
and hurried through the park and up the hill to Nelly's unit.
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*

Jenny ran up the stairs and pressed the buzzer. There was no answer. She rang
again, tried banging on the door, tapping on the windows, and ringing the buzzer again.
Nelly was out. And why not, she asked herself, to overcome her disappointment. Why
should I expect her to be at home? Nothing for it but to leave a note. Then she
remembered the post card from Katherine, she would just add a few words, and slip it
under the door.
'Yoo hoo!'
It was Mrs Ellis, calling and waving from her balcony. 'No use ringing, she's not
there.'
'I know,' Jenny answered. ‘I'm just leaving a note.'
'No point in that,' Mrs Ellis shouted at her.
Jenny panicked. Her mother was sick, taken away, in hospital. It would be just
like her to die when they weren't speaking to each other.
'Come down!' Mrs Ellis called, 'the front door's open, come through.'
Jenny's heart was racing as Mrs Ellis welcomed her and insisted on her sitting
down.
'Just a minute,' Mrs Ellis said, moving a gum boot from the aluminium garden
chair and brushing off the dirt with her gardening gloves. 'I knew you'd turn up sooner
or later.'
'What's happened?' Jenny asked. ‘Where is she?'
'Your guess is as good as mine, but she's gone away.'
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'She can't have just gone away!'
'Well, she has,' Mrs Ellis said, with a flicker of bad temper. 'I, personally, saw
her get into the taxi, with a big suitcase and one of those trolley things with wheels. You
wouldn't be suggesting that I made it up, would you?'
'Of course not, but I'm worried.'
'Oh, I wouldn't worry,' she was all smiles now. ‘Would you like a cup of tea,
dear?'
'No! No, thank you. I must go.'
'Anyway, there's no milk. I always borrowed it from her. It's very inconsiderate.'
Jenny stood up to leave, having no idea what she should do. Nelly had no
friends she could think of, and Mrs Ellis hardly counted.
'I see you've got a postcard as well.'
Jenny realised she had left Katherine’s card on the table and quickly put it in her
pocket.
'That was from Katherine, my daughter,' she said, 'it only arrived today.'
'Mine too,' Mrs Ellis said, with what Jenny could only interpret as a sneer. ‘From
Lucy, the darling of Wall Street.'
'Really,' Jenny said, picking up her bag, thinking, any moment I might strangle
her.
'Don't move!' Mrs Ellis pushed Jenny back onto the chair. ‘Wherever Nelly is,
another five minutes isn't going to make any difference.' She pulled off her shoes and
went inside.
Jenny sat, too confused and exhausted to protest, until Mrs Ellis came back
flourishing a post card of the Statue of Liberty.

TRAVELLING with the DUKE

34

'Read it! You read it! Out loud!'
Jenny did as she was told.
'Hi! How are things in Oz? Volatile here today. The Dow Jones
index fell to 5588.14 points. Could just be a one-day aberration.
Who knows?
God bless,
Love Lucy.'
'She's an intelligent girl,' Jenny said, with a weak smile.
'As intelligent as a rattle snake.'
Mrs Ellis took the card from Jenny, scrunched it up and sat down, looking old
and vulnerable.
'Now you show me yours, dear, I only caught a glimpse of it.' She smiled slyly.
'Then I'll let you go.'
The old devil, thought Jenny, but what does it matter. She took it out of her
pocket and handed it to her.
Mrs Ellis snatched it, held it at arms length, screwing up her eyes, then carefully
put it on the table. She sat gazing at it.
'It's very beautiful,' she said after a while. 'I would very much like to keep it.'
'Really?'
'And don't think I haven't observed all the particulars. Bruce, my late husband,
would have loved it, he had a weakness for that sort of thing. I'd like to have it. I'd like
to stick it on the fridge'.
Jenny hesitated for only a moment. 'Of course you can have it, Mrs Ellis.'
Now she was allowed to leave, followed down the stairs by Mrs Ellis holding
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the post card.
'Nelly did mention the Blue Mountains,' she said as they reached the front door,
'but that's not where she's gone. Not on your life.'
'I think not', Jenny said, holding out her hand.
Mrs Ellis clasped it, and pushed the post card under Jenny's nose. 'In my
opinion, she's gone to Italy. As sure as I'm standing here, that's where she's gone. Wasn't
it nice that I thought of it?’
She darted in through the door and slammed it.
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THREE

Jenny rang Jim to call a family conference.
'Come to my place,' Jim said. ‘It's a pity Kathy's not here. She understands Nelly
better than any of us.'
Jenny told him Katherine's news.
'That's great,' he said after a long pause. ‘Really great. I hope she's on to that
new book on the Renaissance polychrome frieze. I’ll try and send her a copy.'
'Oh, shut up, Jim!' Jenny said. 'I'm too worried about Nelly to listen to that.'
'I'm really pleased for her.'
'What are you talking about?'
'Kathy. I mean it, really, it's terrific. I wouldn't worry about Nelly, she's probably
just playing games, gone off to a health farm or to visit a friend.'
'She hasn't got any friends,' Jenny shouted at him.
'Hey, you really are worried. I'll cook you dinner and get hold of Harry.'

*

Jim cleared the dinner dishes from the table and opened a second bottle of wine.
'It's no good just going over and over it and blaming yourself,’ he said to his
mother, who sat slumped in her chair. ‘Perhaps Nelly is going a bit funny, just pissing
off like that.'
‘She’s always been funny,’ Jenny said tearfully.
'Come on Mum, cheer up. I bought you some gorgonzola.'
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'Fucking Italian cheese,' said Jenny, who was slightly drunk. ‘No way.' She
poured herself a glass of wine and lit a cigarette. 'Yes, I do, I love it.' She cut a big slice
and ate it greedily with her fingers.
'You're not crying again?' Jim asked. 'Please, Mum, you'll have to stop crying.'
'I'm not,' said Jenny, tears trickling down her face, 'but I forgot to feed the cat.'
'It's too fat anyway,' said Jim, 'one late dinner won't kill it. But it's a lovely cat,'
he added hastily, seeing the expression on his mother's face, 'one of the best.'
'The best,' Jenny said. 'Did I tell you what she said to me about my lovely cat.'
'I think you did,' said Jim.
'You only want me to live with you to feed the cat. That's what she said.'
'I know, but she didn't mean it.'
'Perhaps she did. Perhaps she's just a nasty old woman who's trying to worry me
out of my wits.'
There was the sound of a motor bike pulling up out side, and Harry appeared
tapping at the window. Jim let him in the back door, worded him up in the kitchen and
took a break before coming back into the room. Harry had his arms around his mother,
stroking her head, encouraging her to cry.
'Go on Mum, bawl your eyes out, you'll feel much better.'
Jim was annoyed. 'I've just been telling her to stop.'
'There's nothing wrong with expressing your feelings.'
'We've both been expressing them for over an hour. You've just arrived.'
'I'm going to have a pee, wash my face and pull myself together,' Jenny said,
going out to the bathroom. 'I must look awful.'
'Really awful,' Harry called after her, 'like something the cat brought in.'
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'Don't mention the bloody cat,' Jim shouted at Harry.
They were still shouting at each other when Jenny came back.
'Settle down,' she said, banging a spoon on the table. ‘Sit down Harry and have
something to eat.'
'There isn't anything to eat,' Harry said.
'There's gorgonzola,' said Jim.
'I hate gorgonzola.'
'Well, I didn't know that, did I? Mum loves it.'
'I suppose that's what it's all about, isn't it?' Harry said, reaching for the wine
bottle and putting his boots up on table.
'Take your boots off Jim's table, at once,’ Jenny said, 'and for goodness sake,
both of you, help me try to work something out.'
'I mean,' said Harry, slowly removing one foot, then the other, 'you like one
thing, I like another, and who knows what Nelly likes? It's her business.'
'We know who she likes, 'Jim said. 'The Duke of Ur-bloody-bino.'
'I don't think you're even taking this seriously,' Jenny said. 'I shouldn't have
come, it's always a mistake to ask for help from your children.'
'Fuck that,' said Harry. 'We care as much as you do.'
Jim was pacing around the room, gesturing with his wine glass.
'It’s not out of the question,’ he said. ‘She could have gone to Italy, probably to
Urbino, if she's into some kind of fantasy.'
'That's really tactful,' said Harry, 'you'll start Mum off again.'
'No, he won't,' said Jenny. 'I'm OK now. But what with?'
'What with what?'
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'Money.'
'Good point,’ Jim said. ‘Let's make a list.'
'Of what?' Harry said. ‘You're not in the classroom now.'
Jim glared at him. 'If I was, you'd be out on your ear. Anyway, I'm thinking of
resigning and going back to fine arts.'
Harry tilted back in his chair and roared with laughter.
'I think I'm going to scream,' Jenny said.
'Don't Mum, don't!' Harry jumped up and put his arm around her. ‘We've
stopped, haven't we Jim?'
'I didn't start it, but I've stopped'.
They eventually decided on a list of sorts, with delegated responsibilities.
'I suppose someone will have to go to the police,' Jenny said.
'Not me, I've got so many outstanding parking fines, they'd lock me up.'
'Don't be an idiot,' Jim said. ‘Anyway let's keep the police out of it at this stage.
She'll turn up in a few days, I'll take a bet on it.'
'Twenty dollars.'
Jenny snapped at her younger son. 'Stop it Harry! You go round tomorrow and
see if you can get anything more out of Mrs Ellis. You're good at dealing with funny
people.'
'Thanks.'
'And, if necessary, you can get that friend of yours to pick the lock.'
'I still can't understand why Nelly never gave you a key,' Jim said, covering a
yawn.
'Well, she wouldn't, and she didn't, and the more I think about it, she's always
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been secretive and stubborn. Now I'm going home to bed.'
Jim gave in and yawned. 'You can have my bed. I'll sleep on the couch.'
'I have to go home Jim, you know why.'
'To feed the cat,' he answered, hugging her then helping her on with her coat.
'Come on Mum,' Harry said, handing her his helmet. 'I'll give you a lift on the
back of my bike'.
Jenny put it on. 'Let’s hit the road!’ she said and pulled down the visor.

*

The next day Harry parked his bike around the corner from Mrs Ellis’
apartment, took out his earring and rolled down his shirtsleeves to cover his tattoo. He
clearly remembered his grandmother telling him it was wrong to judge people by
appearances but when it came to visiting someone like Mrs Ellis on such an important
mission he decided to be on the safe side. He was doing it for Nelly. She was always
telling him things like that when he was little, in the days when she used to read him
stories about fairies and goblins and dragons and had called him ‘the sensitive one’. Of
course, no one would believe it now. He had soon discovered it was easier not to let on
about your feelings. Best to make a joke of things or play it tough, especially when you
were up against an arty sister and brother. ‘You can’t fool me,’ Nelly used to say when
he grew up and overdid his act of being the odd one out. She probably got it wrong, he
thought. He was quite happy as he was but he missed Nelly and suspected that she
probably understood him better than he did himself. As he approached the stairs to the
apartment he remembered Nelly had told him that he ‘had a way with people,’ and last
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night his mother had more or less said the same thing. Well, here goes, he thought, this
is the perfect opportunity to find out if it’s true.
Mrs Ellis had spotted him from the balcony and opened the front door the
moment he rang the bell.
‘You’re not one of those Mormons, are you?’ she asked, peering at him through
the locked screen door.
‘No way,’ answered Harry cheerfully. ‘They always come in twos and wear
suits.’
Mrs Ellis caught herself smiling. It was a bit of a change having someone
answering you back like that.
‘Who are you?’
‘I’m Harry, Nelly Larkin’s grandson.’
‘Her!’
She was about to slam the door.
‘Please Mrs Ellis,’ said Harry, pressing his face to the fly wire, ‘you were an
important part of her life.’
‘Is she dead?’
‘I hope not.’
‘Well, you’d better come in.’
She opened the screen door, looked him up and down and gave a nod of
approval before ushering him into her front room. So far so good, thought Harry,
although he felt childishly nervous when he was obliged to sit in the soft arm chair, his
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knees almost up to his chin, while Mrs Ellis sat facing him, in a hard backed chair, her
eyes fixed on his feet.
‘If there’s one thing that I like it’s a good pair of boots,’ she declared.
Harry was disconcerted.
‘Army disposal,’ he said, hoping it was not the wrong thing to say.
‘I guessed as much. At the top end of George Street.’
‘That’s the one.’
‘Ah,’ she sighed, shaking her head, ‘those jumpers with little leather things on
the shoulders, and heavy knit woollen socks. Good value for money. My husband Bruce
used to like the army disposals and strong black tea with two sugars.’ She was already
on her way to the kitchen. ‘What about you?’
‘Same,’ said Harry to please her.
‘There’s still some in the pot,’ she said, trying hard to remember some slightly
rude joke of Bruce’s about sweet black tea, but the moment had passed. Harry had
escaped from the armchair and followed her in the kitchen.
‘There’s nothing more I can tell you about Nelly Larkin,’ she said. ‘I told
everything I know to that woman who came.’
‘My mother,’ said Harry.
‘Is that who she was?’
‘Nelly’s daughter.’
‘I know that.’
Better get on with it, thought Harry, she’s likely to turn at any minute.
‘You make a good cup of tea,’ he lied, looking at her over the rim of the thick
brown mug before putting it on the kitchen table. ‘I’ll just let it cool down a bit.’
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‘Nelly, of course, never had anything but the bone china. Violets, or it could have
been roses. But I thought you’d like that one. More masculine, like your boots.’
‘Why, thank you, ma’am,’ said Harry, in an American drawl, posing against the
door frame, cowboy style, thumbs hooked into his belt, setting Mrs Ellis off laughing
and spluttering into her tea cup.’
‘Nothing like a good laugh,’ she said, wiping her chin with a tissue. ‘Never
could get one out of Nelly. Friendly enough, but deep.’
Harry, who had an easy aptitude for kindness, was pleased with himself for
making her laugh.
‘You just keep right on talkin’ma’am,’ he said, but he could tell she had stopped
listening. She was anxious, fiddling with the buttons on her dress.
‘I didn’t say too much to your mother about that trolley she had her suitcase on,
but I’ll tell you. She nicked it!’
‘My mother!’
‘No, Nelly!’
‘Go on!’
‘It belonged to Bruce, he used to keep it down in the garage for when he needed
to lug heavy things around. The wheels were wonky anyway, still she could have asked,
but like I said, we were never on intimate terms. Still, I’ve got ears.’
‘Ears?’ said Harry, his own pricking up.
‘She used to shout funny words out of the window.’
That seemed to be it. Turning her back on Harry she busied herself at the sink
with one of the small pieces of steel wool lined up in jars of soap and water. Taking his
cup over, Harry stood along side, watching her, fascinated by the blobs of jellied soap in
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the bottom of the jars, like unidentifiable medical specimens. He picked up a jar and
shook it.
‘Velvet soap,’ she said, ‘nothing like it.’
There was a defiant look in her eye, that he knew had nothing to do with velvet
soap. She still had something up her sleeve, no doubt about it.
‘You were saying?’ he asked, taking a tea towel and drying his cup.
‘Well, I wouldn’t want you to think I was making it up, but I’ve always been
able to hear her when she talked to herself. It’s been going on for years, something to do
with the ventilation. Perhaps I should have it seen to?’
‘I wouldn’t bother.’
Harry sneaked a look at his watch. This whole thing was taking much longer
than he had imagined.
‘Sometimes,’ she continued, ‘it was just her, chatting away to herself, but then
there was this man’s voice and she’d answer him back. I stopped listening after a while,
couldn’t make head nor tail of it but it sounded like Italian to me. I’ve heard them going
on like that in the fruit shop.’
‘Is that what made you tell Mum she’d gone to Italy? She was learning Italian?’
‘It’s obvious, isn’t it? I tried asking her once, and she hit the roof. Said it was all
in my imagination. She must have had one of those tape decks, or else,’ she paused for
effect, ‘there was a man in there hiding under the bed. But I’d have noticed, wouldn’t I?
I don’t miss much. I’d have seen him coming or going.’
Perhaps she winked at him, Harry couldn’t be sure, or perhaps, he thought later,
it was because he had caught a glimpse of the extraordinary postcard on the fridge, but
instinctively he knew how to respond.
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‘You’re a bit of a devil Mrs Ellis,’ he said.
‘I was,’ she answered proudly, and this time it was Harry who winked at her.
He was amazed at his newly discovered social skills, and at the way you could
throw words back and forth, finding a way to get through to someone.
‘I’d better be off,’ he said, hoping to push things along a bit.
‘Would you say this was an emergency?’ Mrs Ellis asked, changing her tone.
‘Sorry?’
‘Nelly going off like that, without so much as a word.’
‘Well, Mum’s a bit worried.’
‘Because if it is I could give you the key.’
‘A key!’
She was showing signs of bristling again.
‘That’s what I said. The one she left with me years ago in case of emergencies.
Must have forgotten it, what with doing all those things behind people’s backs. Or
perhaps,’ she gave him a dark look, ‘it really is one.’
‘You’d better give me the key.’
‘I wouldn’t want to do the wrong thing.’
‘Of course not,’ said Harry, thinking what a wily old bird she had turned out to
be, and how two could play at the game. He pulled a concerned face.
‘A good thing we hadn’t called the police,’ he said.
‘The police!’
‘I mean poor old Nelly might be lying in there helpless for all we know.’
She was startled.
‘But I saw her go.’
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‘Who knows?’
He lowered his voice to an intense whisper. ‘She might have sneaked back.’
Mrs Ellis was on her feet in a second, scrabbling around in the kitchen cupboard where
the key was found in an eggcup. Harry slipped it into his back pocket and headed for the
door.
‘I hope I’ve done the right thing,’ she said, moving on to the balcony to watch
him go.
‘If I find anything nasty I’ll let you know.’ Seeing the flicker of fear in her eyes,
he took both her thin, spotted hands in his and squeezed them.
‘Don’t worry, I’m sure Nelly’s just run off to have a good time.’
Pulling her hands away, she looked at him with watery eyes and clutched at the
leaves of the aspidistra.
‘A good time,’ she said feebly.
‘Let’s hope so,’ said Harry, and he was off up the stairs to Nelly’s flat.
‘I always knew there was something funny about her,’ she called after him. But
he was gone, and Mrs Ellis, left alone on her balcony, slowly and deliberately wiped the
snail slime from her fingers onto her cardigan.

*

Harry stuck his finger in Nelly’s peach chutney, licked it and passed the jar
across to Jim.
‘Don’t be disgusting,’ said Jim.
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‘Well it wouldn’t even be here if it wasn’t for me. I tell you it wasn’t much fun
going into the empty flat and finding all these bottles on the table and nothing else.
Gave me the creeps. You could say I’ve had a very emotional day.’
‘You could.’
‘What does that mean?’
‘Don’t you two start,’ said Jenny.
‘I mean you can’t help feeling sorry for Mrs Ellis but I couldn’t get out of the
place soon enough. She’s got this dirty post card stuck on the fridge with this guy who’s
got the…’
‘I’ve seen it,’ interrupted Jenny. ‘It’s from Katherine.’
‘What?’
‘I’ll explain later.’
‘But…’
‘She asked for it! I gave it to her! And she likes it! Is there anything else you
need to know?’ Jenny was shouting at him. Harry nervously reached for the jar of
chutney. ‘And that, by the way, was meant for me. You’ve seen her note.’ She screwed
up the piece of paper and threw it across the table. ‘And this note is not going to make
me cry. I’d like to tell her what she could do with her two bloody dozen bottles of peach
chutney. My own mother! You can both stick your fingers in it for all I care.’
‘Cool it mum,’ said Jim, ‘this is getting us nowhere.’
‘I don’t care!’ Jenny was shouting, ‘Do you believe me? I just don’t care and
I won’t cry. Never again!’
‘Oh fuck!’ exclaimed Harry.
Jenny punched him on the shoulder. ‘Don’t swear!’
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‘Cut it out mum, I forgot, she left another note. Here, it’s in my pocket. It’s a
quote from some guy called George Eliot.’
‘You fucking idiot,’ said Jim, snatching it out of his hand. ‘Give it to me!’
‘It’s from Middlemarch,’ he said quietly to Jenny. ‘Do you want to read it?’
‘She loved Middlemarch,’ said Jenny, in a small voice.
‘What’s Middlemarch?’ Harry asked.
‘You shut up!’ said Jim.
‘You read it to me,’ said Jenny. ‘I forgot my glasses.’
‘I’ll read it,’ said Harry. ‘After all I’m the one who found it.’ But he knew when
to give in.
Jim smoothed out the piece of paper, paused for a moment, and then read.
Women were expected to have weak opinions; but the great
safeguard of society and domestic life was, that opinions were never
acted on. Sane people did what their neighbors did, so that if any
lunatics were at large, one might know and avoid them.
Harry found it very confusing but as Jim appeared to have tears in his eyes and
his mother, of course, was crying her eyes out, there seemed to be nothing for it except
to do a Mrs Ellis and put the kettle on.

*

The next day Jenny received a letter from Katherine.
Dear Mum,
The Italian post is impossible. I hope you got my card but if you did
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ignore what I said because it's all changed. For the better as far as
I'm concerned. I hope you won't be disappointed in/for me. Don't be.
The Prof and I have parted company - amiably - sort of. I think he
was as relieved as I was. He expected me to work every night on his
notes. I couldn't even read them, he used an old fountain pen which
leaked. He was always very sweet tempered and fatherly but I ask
you, EVERY NIGHT in ITALY, in SUMMER! But the real problem
was that I said I didn't think a research assistant should be asked to
iron his shirts and wash his socks. He carried this silly little iron
with him everywhere, in his brief case, and a packet of soap powder.
His research grant was pretty miserable and he was paying me, but I
can't help wondering if I only got the job because I was cheap and I
feel a bit guilty about that. (Scab labour?) Anyway, I'm sure you'll
agree it was a matter of principle.
But don't worry. I'm happy. I've decided to give up on art,
well, studying it, just looking at it and everything here will do me.
I'm posting my books to Jim.
I haven't told you about Marcello. He's a vet and we fell in
love while watching a cow being artificially inseminated! I'm
staying with his family - it’s hard to explain what they’re like apart
from the fact that they’re as friendly as anything and sort of
peasants but that sounds wrong - contadini sounds better. Old house
with chestnut beams, grape vines, olive trees and the most amazing
garden – not flowers, vegetables. I’m sort of helping out and
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minding the nephews or cousins or whatever (4). Marcello looks like
every handsome young Renaissance man from a Ghirlandaio
painting rolled into one. Wonderful eyes!
Don't worry. I'll ring soon, reverse charges. OK?
Love Kathy. XXXXXXXX
PS. Tell Nelly I went to Florence with the Prof and saw the Piero
della Francesca of the Duke. He’s written a long boring article
about it which I’m supposed to read. It’s much smaller than you
expect.
K.

*

Jenny rang Jim and read him the letter.
'I'm not surprised,’ he said. ‘Do you mind?'
'Not at all. It must have been very interesting.'
'What?'
'Watching a cow being artificially inseminated.'
They both laughed.
'I thought I'd never laugh again,' Jenny said. 'Do you know, Kathy didn't put her
address on the letter.'
'That's because she's in love, or perhaps she doesn't want us to know.'
'That's two of them. Perhaps it’s genetic. But isn't it nice that Kathy's sending
you her books?'
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'I've probably read all of them, but yes, it's nice. By the way, have you heard
from Dad?'
'My God, there's him as well. No I haven't, but he'll turn up.'
'Do you care?'
'Oh yes. It's always lovely when he comes home.'
'I don't understand that.'
'Nobody does. Speak to you later.'

*
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FOUR

As he sat by the riverbank Phillip chose to interpret Pavarotti's dying groans from the
cassette player as a sign that both his batteries and freedom were running out. Whatever
it was that had happened to him was almost over. Depression? No. He had been very
happy with his growing mountain of black and red covered notebooks and stubby
pencils. Alienation? That would have involved serious self evaluation and Phillip did
not see himself as a serious person.
He had been away from home for two, or was it three, years? For the first year
he had no trouble recalling the voice and mannerisms of his wife, Jenny (he was very
fond of her), and the age and personalities of his grown up children. It was no effort to
recall details of the house and garden, the cat, and his room crammed with dusty
artefacts, even to worry about the next door neighbour’s bamboo roots and the
unreliable mechanic at the local service station. Then, he had to admit, he had almost
entirely forgotten.
There was a stage when he saw this as a kind of tropical disease and took his
medicine in the form of whisky and a gentle relationship with Clare, an English
missionary, who lived in the nearest town. He was still writing home, being honest as
promised.
Dear Jenny
I seem to have found ‘a friend.’ This isn't absolutely necessary but
helps.
OK with you? Work going well. Love to you and all. Phillip.
Jenny had replied.
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Dearest P.
OK with me. All well, except the cat, but nothing to worry about. I
really mean it, about it being OK. Missing you. Love J. X
To begin with Clare had tried to lure him to church whenever she saw him in
town. He was short with her, then rude, but eventually, deciding that she was someone
to talk to, he would sit chatting with her on the steps of the community centre, eating
peanuts and drinking iced tea. That was before they moved into the more dangerous
territory of serious argument.
‘You mean to tell me that you approve of the fact that these people used to go
around cutting off heads?’ At first he had attempted to bore her with elaborate
anthropological details, but carried away by his own enthusiasm he explained the
concept of the trophy head as a symbol of fertility.
‘The Iban regard the severed head as a phallic object.’
‘How appalling!’ she exclaimed, moving a little closer.
‘The trophy head was considered to be full of seed.’
Clare giggled, then apologised, explaining that she found these things a little
confronting.
‘You may find it easier to understand,’ he said kindly, quite forgetting how
angry and outraged he was about her evangelical Christianity, ‘if you think of the
images associated with decapitation as metaphorical. The oozing of the brain, the
scattering of human hair, is very potent as a metaphor for the bringing in of the harvest.’
‘I see,’ she said thoughtfully as she placed her hand on his thigh, ‘like Bringing
in the Sheaves.’
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*

One afternoon, as she was rubbing mosquito repellent on her pale, freckled arms
and legs, Clare looked at him, smiled and asked politely if he would help lead her away
from Christian guilt. Liberated from her droopy cotton dresses and struggles with God
she turned out to be energetic, adventurous, and kind. The nights when he drank too
much and woke clawing at the mosquito net, reciting his name, address, telephone and
car registration number, shouting and singing, Show Me the Way to Go Home, she
would stroke his back until he fell asleep and wake him in the morning with coffee, jugs
of water, and paracetamol. They would then make their way to the travel agent. There
was always an excuse.
‘Couldn't possibly leave before the harvest festival. Have to take notes.
Passport? Lost! Well, missing. I suspect a monkey made off with it.’
The travel agent would sigh and put the tickets back in the drawer.
Clare would leave it at that. The trips to the travel agent were always followed
by one of ‘our steamy afternoons’ - as she called them. She had read many paperback
romances in between her Bible studies. Her special trick for calming him down, then
turning him on, as they lay under the mosquito net in the late afternoon, was to whisper
quotations from her Christian textbooks. ‘None of us can expect to receive the full light
from the sun until we take the trouble to clean our windows,’ she would murmur,
rubbing her plump toes along the inside of his leg.
It had petered out. First there were the letters from England, left lying around
but never mentioned, then the quotations stopped and although she still encouraged the
visits to the travel agent she refused to go with him. One morning he woke to find the
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framed Jesus back on the wall facing the bed. Clare was waiting for him on the
verandah wearing her back pack and his favourite sarong. After a quick embrace
without tears she climbed down the ladder of the long house and set off to catch the
longboat leaving Phillip to follow with the rest of her luggage.
‘God bless!’ she shouted over the noise of the outboard motor as the boat turned
the bend in the river.
That was over a year ago, Phillip thought, as he walked slowly back to the long
house, perhaps I should drop her a note. He knew he would not, just as he knew he was
going to pack his notebooks, try to explain his departure, and travel to the nearest public
telephone.
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FIVE

After several confrontations with large trucks from the paper mills, and negotiating a
series of hair-raising elbow bends, the bus driver pulled up on a straight stretch of road
and called, ‘Ponteremo!’ He helped Nelly down with her suitcase, pointed across the
road, blew his horn and took off.
Ponteremo was a modest village, its charms well hidden behind the great stone
wall on the opposite side of the road. To Nelly, it presented itself as a bakery, a
butcher’s shop (both closed) and a little further up the road the Antico Albergo del
Borgo.
There were certainly no tourists, in fact there was not a person in sight and any
possible view was obscured by a heavy mist. Through the branches of the chestnut trees
Nelly could just make out the top of a bell tower and the hazy outline of a church,
which gave the unfortunate impression of having slid down the side of the steep valley.
She lifted her suitcase onto the trolley, and pulled it up the road to where she could see
white plastic tables and upturned chairs on a small paved terrace projecting out over the
valley. There must be something to look at, sometimes, she thought, and turning a chair
upright, she wiped the damp leaves from the seat with a tissue, and sat looking across at
the Albergo. The front door opened directly onto the road. It was shut, but catching a
glimpse of a face peering from an upstairs window Nelly remembered the look of
surprise on the bus driver’s face when she had asked for Ponteremo. Of course, it could
have been my accent, she thought, I’ll have to work on that, and taking a note book
from her bag she rehearsed, in a loud voice, the phrases she had copied from Chapter
Six of her phrase book - Finding a Room: ‘Ha una camera, per favore? Quanto costa?
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Una singola con bagno.’ From the look of it I will be lucky to get a bagno. Perhaps I
am having what is commonly referred to as second thoughts. Turning to look down into
the valley she found that even the bell tower was no longer visible, and for a moment
wondered if she too might vanish in the mist.
She cheered up slightly when a young woman, carrying an armful of flowers and
autumn leaves, appeared, out of nowhere it seemed, walking towards her. ‘Buona sera,’
said Nelly over brightly, wondering why it never came out quite the way she had
intended it to. ‘Sera,’ the young woman replied with no smile or sign of curiosity. She
kept walking up the hill in the direction of the church and it was only as she scrambled
over a low stone wall that Nelly noticed she was wearing gum boots. A sign, if ever
there was one. Get on with it, Nelly, she thought, or you will find yourself back where
you started - back on Mrs Ellis’ balcony. She only allowed herself a fleeting thought
about the family. She would send a post card. Once she was settled.
After some difficulty adjusting the bent wheels of the trolley Nelly trundled it
across the road and knocked on the door of the Antico Albergo del Borgo.

*

Gianna Fenoglio, the owner of the hotel, had seen Nelly get off the bus, and
called excitedly to her husband Roberto.
‘Vieni qui! Guarda! Una straniera.’
They had watched Nelly walk up from the bus and stop at the belvedere opposite
the hotel, read a little book which she took out of her bag and speak to Guiliana who, as
usual, appeared to be thinking about God while on her way to the church. Gianna
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decided that the foreigner (it was easy to tell) was probably English, an eccentric, as
they often were, and far too old to be sitting in the damp air. She appeared to be talking
to herself, which was not a good sign in someone who was probably destined to be their
first paying guest.
‘La nostra prima cliente,’ Gianna said affectionately to Roberto, then ordered
him to comb his hair and hurry downstairs to light the fire. By the look of the suitcase
she doesn’t have much money, she thought, but then you can never tell with these types.
Following Roberto downstairs she bustled about behind the bar, washing cups and
glasses and reprimanding the men who were playing cards for swearing.
‘Che disordine!’ What a mess! Tut-tutting at the men she pushed away the cards
to wipe down the table and empty the ashtrays.
‘Basta!’ shouted old Giovanni, frantically looking for his seven of diamonds,
‘Ho preso il sette bello!’
Roberto was placating the men with glasses of wine when Nelly knocked on the
door.
‘Fa troppo freddo.’ grumbled Giovanni as Roberto opened the door and let in
the cold air. Gianna glared at him, took off her apron and adopting her best inn-keeper’s
smile went to greet Nelly.

*

After Nelly’s arrival things did not go according to Gianna’s plan. To begin
with, Nelly looked cold and tired which meant Roberto immediately started fussing,
seating her in front of the fire, bringing cups of coffee, a stool for her feet and treating
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her like a long lost relative. Nelly decided (just this once, she promised herself) to give
in to it. This made it difficult for Gianna to be business like and professional and
watching Nelly bravely struggling with her few phrases of Italian she decided there was
little point. She would probably only stay one night. What on earth was a woman of her
age doing visiting Ponteremo alone and in autumn? No one visited Ponteremo in
autumn, well, sometimes in the hunting season, but that hardly seemed relevant. Once
Nelly announced that she was not English, but Australian, there was no turning back.
‘Australiana!’ exclaimed the men who had been giving sideways glances at
Nelly while pretending to concentrate on their game of scopa. It was Enzo, the old
partisan (to begin with, he had turned his back thinking Nelly was a German), who
started the kangaroo jokes.
‘Boing, boing!’ he chuckled, hopping across the room to get Nelly a glass of
wine. Nelly laughed with them, and Gianna only resisted joining in when she caught
Roberto making up a plate of bread rolls, cheese and salami.
‘Benvenuta a Ponteremo!’ he said, putting the plate on the table and filling
everyone’s glasses. Checking the label, Gianna considered adding the cost to la
signora’s bill. There would have been nothing wrong with il vino della casa, but after
one glass of Roberto’s best she relented.
‘Benvenuta a Ponteremo!’ she said. The others were reciting a long list of
brothers, cousins, nieces and nephews who lived in Australia.
Nelly, who after another glass of wine had somehow managed to get the gist of
it, attempted to tell them about Pino and his cousin Vito who had recommended
Ponteremo. They waited patiently while she looked up green grocer in her dictionary
but they obviously had no idea what she was talking about. She decided to give up. Best
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to stick to yes, no, thank you, and very kind.
‘Molto gentile,’ she said.
We’re not all that kind, Gianna thought.

*

As it turned out Gianna was kind and Nelly moved into the small room at the
front with casement windows looking out over the valley. Gianna knew it was austere,
with only a narrow bed, a crooked wardrobe with a blotched mirror, a washbasin and
plastic bidet perched on a metal stand. It was, in fact, her favourite room where she had
slept as a child, the only remaining part of the building which could be considered to be
genuinely ‘antica’ and far too small for any of the imagined guests who might arrive
with expensive luggage, guns and credit cards. This, she reasoned, was her excuse for
setting a very low rate.
Nelly woke the next morning, wrapped herself in a blanket and opened the
shutters. The mist had vanished and the view was wonderful.

*

Gianna was downstairs adding up the bills when she heard Nelly open her
bedroom window. She put the bills back in the drawer, made herself some coffee, and
waited. Nelly, all smiles and enthusiasm, appeared in sheep skin boots and a tartan
dressing gown. Gianna knew what to expect.
‘Signora! Grazie! Una camera con una vista.’

TRAVELLING with the DUKE

61

‘Sì,’ said Gianna dryly. These foreigners were always crazy about the view.
Nelly was not satisfied. She tried again. ‘Una bella vista!’
‘Sì.’
‘Bellissima!’
‘Certo’ Gianna said wearily. Nelly showed no intention of leaving and Gianna
decided to ignore her and go back to her accounts. ‘Mio Dio!’ she said when she picked
up the electricity bill, ‘sto di merda!’
Nelly knew what merda meant. She took a moment to work it out. Did it mean
she was in the shit? She pointed her finger at her chest and nodded her head.
‘Me too,’ she said.
Gianna appeared to understand. She pulled a wry face and offered Nelly a cup of
coffee.

*

Things were not going well at the Antico Albergo del Borgo. It was indeed the
‘antique inn of the district’, but its origins and charm had long been lost under layers of
renovations. Those carried out more recently (that is over the past hundred years) were
part of the social history of the village and the Fenoglio family. The old men in the
village still told stories of how, during the war, they had hidden in wine barrels in the
cantina to escape the Germans. ‘Grazie Dio per Umberto,’ they would say, raising their
glasses in memory of great-great-grandfather Fenoglio who had supervised the
excavations.
Gianna remembered the outrage when her father, Dino Fenoglio, installed a
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large padlock on the door of the cantina and hid the key. Dino, who was a raucous,
short tempered man, would shout at the protestors,
‘Your children! They are doing unmentionable things down there! But I give
you my word. Next time there is a war I will unlock the door.’
He was forgiven when he installed the pizza oven and there was a time during
Gianna’s childhood when the Albergo was crowded on Saturday nights for the Serenata
Musicale. There was music and laughter and Gianna would run between the tables to be
snatched up, cuddled, and passed from lap to lap. She was greatly admired for her thick
head of hair and her spirit - ‘just like her father.’ Her mother, who was quiet and
unremarkable, received little attention. She died, as she had lived, with very little fuss.
Gianna watched as her father’s spirit faded and his temper grew worse. He refused to
chase the snake out from under the wood pile, the pizza oven was never lit and Saturday
night was no longer different to any other night when he sat with a small group of men
drinking grappa and playing cards.
Gianna had been brought up listening to folk tales. Her father had terrified her,
telling stories, in his harsh mountain accent, of forsaken maidens with severed hands,
hunchbacks and dragons. From her mother, who told the stories in a gentle voice,
emphasising the rules of harmony and the solution, she learnt that it was necessary to
struggle to determine one’s own fate, that there would be many obstacles, and she must
be prudent and practical. She also accepted that anything was possible. So it was not at
all surprising to find that the cupboard was bare, and her father was transforming into
heaven knows what. As it turned out he only changed into a frail old man. When he
died, after being bitten by an asp which fell on his neck as he walked under an olive
tree, Gianna left Ponteremo. She returned with a handsome fiancé, Roberto, ‘il principe
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rana’ - my frog prince - as she liked to call him.
The comments and raised eyebrows from those who dared to mention that
Roberto was a southerner soon petered out as she let it be known that, as her family had
been at the centre of things for generations, she knew much more about their families
than they would care to remember. The albergo was given a coat of paint for her
wedding, everyone in the village was invited, and Roberto, who was a gentle, good
natured man, smiled and said little.
Gianna was determined to set things right and she started by reclaiming the
small belvedere across the road. Designed and built by her mother’s uncle, it had been
taken over by the commune as a parking area for two trucks and three large rubbish
bins. It took only a few phone calls to the right people to have them removed.
‘Yes, yes I remember!’ she shouted down the phone. ‘The rubbish used to be
thrown over the wall into the valley ... no, no, we don’t want that .... of course I want to
preserve the environment, just as I am sure your son wants a blind eye turned to his
illegal building extensions.’
The summer before Nelly’s arrival, Gianna invested in umbrellas, tables and
chairs and potted plants and set them on the belvedere. There were no complaints from
the locals, as after all it was their view, given back to them. But they rarely bought
anything. Gianna was wise enough not to object when they took over the chairs even
though it was only to talk and look at the view. They politely drifted away when there
were genuine customers, leaving Roberto to provide free entertainment as he crossed
the road from the albergo, balancing cups, glasses and plates of food, while motor
scooters and mini trucks wove their way around him. Occasionally a fast car would
appear around the bend forcing him to retreat or make an undignified dash like a comic
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waiter in a silent movie. Roberto enjoyed the attention and began to develop a
performance technique. At times it was dangerous and exhilarating, and he would forget
himself and talk excitedly in dialect.
By the end of summer Roberto had lost his audience. There were no tourists, the
umbrellas and plants were brought inside, and only the chairs and tables were left to
forestall the possibility that the belvedere could be reclaimed by the rubbish bins and
trucks. And still it was only the old men who spent any time in the bar.
Soon after Nelly’s arrival, once again, things began to change.

*
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SIX

After three weeks Nelly showed no signs of leaving. She hung the portrait of the Duke
on a hook attached to the plumbing over the bidet, paid Gianna in cash at the end of
each week, tidied her own room and went for long walks in the forest, returning with
plastic bags full of pine cones and bunches of wild pansies. Having discovered there
was more to Ponteremo than had met her eye from the bus stop, she often made her way
to the old centre of the village by climbing the steep, winding steps that led through a
maze of cobbled streets, lined with pot plants and parked motor scooters, to the
piazzetta, the small square, with its water trough and plaque commemorating
Garibaldi’s stop over. Soon, she thought, I will accept Roberto’s offer of a lift, or catch
the bus down the mountain to Monteriano, but not yet.
To her surprise, she found she was quite content to sit in the sun near the group
of old women on a stone bench. She had no sense of restlessness, and watching the
water drip from the mouth of the stone lion’s head above the water trough, she even
considered that it could be possible to mellow with age. Any signs of ferociousness on
the lion’s face had been worn away leaving only the suggestion of a benevolent smile,
and she was aware that her own face was set in a smile, to overcome the fact that she
had little idea of what was going on around her.
Once it became clear that Nelly had reached the limits of her Italian
conversation, the women merely gave her a friendly greeting and left her alone. She had
provided an identity for herself from –
CHAPTER THREE – SAYING WHO YOU ARE:

I am an Australian- a mother- a grandmother.
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I have a daughter - two grandsons- a granddaughter.
I have a friend with a beautiful garden.

She would have preferred to call Mrs Ellis a neighbour but the word was not in
her vocabulary list, and ‘beautiful garden’ was easier than attempting to describe a
collection of flowering gum boots. She had managed to skirt around the issue of mio
marito - my husband - by pulling a tragic face. I sound very dull, she thought, but once
I’m past Chapter Three I can have a past and a future. For the time being I am stuck in
the present, which is not a bad place to be.
But one day she was no longer content. The women were sharing a joke, a joke
that seemed to have something to do with the baker who had run through the square in
his white apron carrying a long loaf of bread. They did not mean to exclude her, one
woman even paused mid laughter and wiping the tears from her eyes with a large
handkerchief made an attempt to explain, which set them off laughing again. All Nelly
could do was smile. She wondered why they bothered with her at all; sitting on their
bench, pretending to be like them without having any real idea of what they were really
like, and giving a false impression of good-natured simplicity. Furious with herself for
saying ‘molto gentile’ yet again, she got up and left.
‘Tomorrow,’ she said to the Duke when she arrived back in her room at the
albergo, ‘I’m off to Monteriano.’

*

From then on, Nelly caught the bus down the mountain every Saturday morning
and became well known at the Bar Angelo, near the bus stop, as la signora australiana.
She checked out every stall in the market, all the time listening, trying to understand,
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and adding words to her vocabulary list. One morning, when there was a slight chill in
the air, she decided it was time to take a step forward.
She had her eye on the black astrakhan coat hanging above the mountain of
second hand clothes at the most popular stall in the market.
Antonio leant against the side of his van, watching the crowd of locals as they
rummaged through the army shirts and raincoats, trying on hats, working boots and
fancy shoes, pulling and tugging at the tangle of jumpers and scarves.
'Come va, Antonio?' people called as they passed.
'Quanto costa, Antonio?' shouted his customers.
The cheese and salami man at the next stall was depressed.
He sharpened his knives and rearranged his cheeses, remembering how it was in
his father's time. In those days the queue stretched down past the bomboloni stand, there
were wisecracks and laughter with his father reaching across the counter handing out
free slivers of his best parmigiano. He watched Antonio moving across to make a sale,
flicking open his wallet, handling the notes like a magician with a pack of cards.
Showmanship, that's what it was, or perhaps in his father's case, sex appeal. Tighter
jeans might be the answer.
He unhooked his longest salami. 'Buon giorno!' he cried, to no one in particular,
'Buon giorno!' Smiling, waving it over his head, he tried to catch the eye of a passing
woman. 'Buon giorno signora, buon giorno!' She paused for a moment, then hurried
off with her bunches of plastic bags.
Pushing her way to the front, Nelly was caught between two old men struggling
over a 1970s brown leather coat and a young woman squeezing into a green Austrian
hunting jacket. No one was showing any interest in the astrakhan coat. The most
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expensive thing here, Nelly thought, anxiously, knowing any minute she would be the
centre of attention. She ran through the words, coat ... cappotto, there ...là, black ...nero
(that's easy), astrakhan...? Oh well, here goes, and she heard herself shouting, 'Antonio!
Quanto costa? Là! Il cappotto nero!'
A light came into Antonio's eyes, he straightened, the crowd became his
audience. Nelly was his star.
‘Signora!’ He took down the coat, held it high in the air and pointed at Nelly.
‘Bellissimo!'’
Me or the coat? Nelly wondered, trying to concentrate on Antonio's
performance as he stroked the black fur, buried his nose in it, sighing as he rubbed it
against his cheek.
Now he was reprimanding her, ‘Questo non è un cappotto signora. Questa è una
pelliccia vera!’
Nelly panicked. Pelliccia? What? Pelle ... skin ... fur ... that's it, real fur.
‘Sì, Sì!’ she called. ‘Quanto?’
But Antonio hadn't finished, ‘Originale! Eccezionale! Elegante!’
‘Quanto?’shouted a woman who had obviously heard it all before.
‘Trenta euro!’
Nelly prayed for a verb, ‘Provo Antonio!’ she shouted. No getting out of it now.
She would have to try it on.
The coat was passed over the heads of the crowd, a mirror brought from behind
the truck and propped against the salami man's stall. They waited.
In for a penny, thought Nelly, deciding to please everyone including herself. The
man who had lost the battle over the brown leather jacket held the coat for her, nodding
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with approval as her arms slid easily into the sleeves lined with heavy patterned silk.
She fastened the corded hooks, turned up the collar, strode to the bomboloni stall, then
turned to acknowledge the comments of the crowd.
‘Ah! Bello signora! Brava! Perfetto!’
Thank God, it fits, thought Nelly, smiling but longing for some genuine advice.
Do I look like an old fool in a second hand coat or a mysterious stranger?
The barber, holding his razor, emerged from his shop to see what all the fuss
was about. The cheese and salami man, rejoicing in the excitement, applauded loudly.
‘Meraviglioso!’ he cried. ‘Meraviglioso!’
He'll do, thought Nelly. He has nothing to gain.
‘Signore!’ she called. ‘Sì o no?’
‘Sì sì signora! Magnifico! Come una diva dello schermo.’
‘Sophia Loren!'’cried a voice from the crowd.
‘No, no Silvana Magnana!’ cried another.
‘Silvana Magnana è morta,’ said a severe looking woman who was deciding to
take an interest in the mortadella.
A film star, thought Nelly, I'll take it.
‘Va bene Antonio, e grazie.’
‘Grazie a Lei, signora.’
There was not a murmur as Nelly handed over the notes. Antonio opened his
wallet to slip them in, counting, 'Cinque, dieci, quindici,’ his voice rising in a crescendo
to, ‘trenta!’ The performance was over. Some of the crowd went back to their
rummaging while others moved across to the cheese and salami man who was now
busy, cutting, wrapping, and laughing as he counted out change and graciously handed
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out slices of parmigiano.
‘Signora!’ he called to Nelly, ‘Un miracolo! Grazie signora!’
‘Prego,’ answered Nelly, accepting a large lump of cheese. ‘Arrivederci.’

As Nelly walked through the market, the autumn sun came through the clouds,
sending shafts of light from behind Santa Maria into the square. Unfastening the hooks
of her coat, she looked up, following the paths of sunbeams, half expecting a long
bearded god to be pointing his finger at her. Not that she had done anything wrong, but
pride, she remembered, was one of the longest serpents on her family's Snakes and
Ladders board. She thought of the snake in the Garden of Eden, twining itself around a
tree, smiling at Adam and Eve as it led them into temptation. As a child the story had
frightened her. It was a deceitful snake, much nastier than those who waited to catch the
little girl who threw the wrong dice. Besides there had always been a ladder and the
possibility of escape. Nelly had kept her snakes and ladders board along with her
Everyman editions of the classics. They were in the box she had labelled MEMORABILIA
and left on the kitchen table with the jars of chutney. Passing the flower stall, she gave a
thought to Mrs Ellis. Perhaps she could be happy here, selling cyclamens in Italian
gumboots.
Nelly was too hot in her coat but felt the need to run it in. By the time she
reached the Bar Angelo she had been tempted to buy a black felt hat but rejected it
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thinking she might end up looking like a female impersonator or a nineteenth-century
impresario. As she entered, the regular customers at the tables looked up from their
newspapers and the dwarf, who sat on a high stool at the bar, raised his eyebrows.
‘Ah signora!’ said the owners, the brothers Pratolini, in unison, ‘Bella!’
What nonsense, thought Nelly, as she ordered her coffee. I am over the hill and a
grandmother, but she could not resist a smile and the chance to try out her new
vocabulary.
‘Come una diva dello schermo?’
The dwarf swivelled around on his stool. 'Ingrid Bergman,' he said. Another
dead one, thought Nelly, but she laughed and went outside to sit in the autumn sun.
She stayed, long after she had finished her coffee, twisting her fingers in the
curly black fur of her coat as she studied the verbs in her dictionary. Perhaps I’ll never
be able to learn Italian, she thought. There were times when she wondered if it was a
deep psychological block due to the incident, as she always referred to it, when, as a
young wife and mother, she had travelled to Europe for the first time.

*

One rainy day in Florence, after a visit to the Uffizi, Stephen, her husband, had
announced he was going out to buy an umbrella and came back several hours later,
wearing an expensive, black Borsalino, pulled down over one eye. With him was a
young Swedish woman called Eva. Eva, he said, spoke excellent Italian with only the
slightest Swedish accent. Her English, however, was shaky, and he had arranged to
have conversation classes with her. Unfortunately she was only available at night, and,
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of course, Nelly couldn't leave little Jenny and … Of course not, Nelly had agreed. She
had observed a faint touch of Botticelli in Eva (Stephen was crazy about Botticelli),
with her blonde hair and oval face with a pointed chin, but the hair was lank and her
expression quite unlike a Venus or a Madonna. After a couple of weeks of Stephen
hurrying out nearly every night, wearing his Borsalino, and returning in the early hours
of the morning, Nelly had suggested they should be mature and civilized and talk things
over. The owner of the pensione was asked to baby sit Jenny, while they went to dinner.
They only got as far as one of the narrow side streets behind the cathedral.
'You're confusing life and art!' she had shouted at Stephen. 'Can I help it if I
have black hair and dark, beady eyes? You liked my dark hair. You said you loved my
hair! I haven't changed! My eyes haven't changed! You have!'
'It seems so', Stephen answered with an infuriatingly wistful smile.
Quite a few people gathered to watch Nelly lose her dignity. She managed to
throw in the few Italian words she knew for their benefit as she hit Stephen with her
handbag and pummelled him on the chest.
'I am your wife!’ she screamed. 'Me! Io! Moglie! Sono moglie! The mother of
your child! La mamma! La bambino! Poverino bambino!'
‘Bambina,’ Stephen corrected her, catching her firmly by the wrists, ‘poverina
bambina.’
By this time Nellie was sobbing, wiping away the tears with her new Italian
scarf, and the mere mention of a mamma and a bambina was enough to cause a murmur
of sympathy from the onlookers. Stephen just stood, adjusting his tie. An older woman
made a move towards Jenny, but the young carabiniere, who had been leaning against
the wall, biting his finger nails, caught Stephen's eye and moved the people on.
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'Look!' Nelly cried, as they moved on down the street. 'Not one bloody blonde
in the lot of them'.
Stephen picked up her bag, handed it to her, and walked back to the pensione.
Nelly left early the next morning while he was still sleeping. She tip-toed,
barefooted, across the cold, red tiles, her shoes hung around her neck, collecting all the
money she could find, hers and Jenny's return tickets, and Stephen's gold watch, and
then hurried down the narrow stairs with Jenny on her hip and the Borsalino under her
arm. Tied to her suitcase was her only souvenir - a rolled up print of Piero della
Francesca’s portrait of the Duke of Urbino. She threw the Borsalino out of the train
window when no one was looking, and settled back to share peaches, bread and salami
and Jenny with her fellow passengers on the journey to Rome. Eventually, with only
some very minor additions to her Italian vocabulary, she and Jenny sailed home to
Australia.
Nelly claimed she had never cried since that night in Florence, which was more
or less the truth.
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SEVEN

Nelly was checking the spelling of 'diva dello schermo’ to add to her vocabulary list,
but it was difficult to concentrate. Italian quiet time was over and the metal roller blinds
of the shops were clattering open, new people were coming to the bar, disgruntled
regulars were leaving, and groups of students began arriving in the square. The bus
drivers at the nearest table checked their watches then went back to their game of cards.
She looked up as a group of ragazzi rode past, their motor scooters spluttering
and kicking up the dust as they circled the car park before pulling up outside the cafe.
How they love their machines, she thought as she watched the relaxed and intimate way
they balanced the weight against their thighs, straddling the seat, ready to take off at a
moments notice. In her childhood Nelly had ridden a horse, and for a moment she
contemplated the same relationship with a Vespa - purple with automatic gears. I must
work on it, she decided, and settled down to learn some words associated with motor
scooters. A truism will do for a start, she thought - never too old to try. After all, she
had seen the priest whizzing up and down to the church on a dilapidated Vespa and he
was as old as the hills. What was more the verb provare was the same one she had
unexpectedly remembered when buying the coat and she definitely knew the word for
old. ‘Mai troppo vecchia per provare,’ she murmured to herself. She took out her
dictionary and note book and was busy looking up ‘automatic gears’ when she realised
someone was speaking to her in English.
'May I?'
'Scusi? Che? What? I'm sorry. What did you say?'
'May I sit here? There are no empty tables.'
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He was very tall, bending over to speak to her, and wore the strangest clothes:
an oversize, army greatcoat over thin, cotton trousers and a fluffy, emerald green
jumper, white joggers, and a black felt hat.
Mad, thought Nelly, I know that one, pazzo. Oh well, she was safe in the bar.
'Of course,' she said.
He seemed to be having trouble with the next move and she certainly did not
want to encourage him by offering to help with the bundles of manila folders slipping
from under one arm, and the spiky umbrella and old leather brief case in his other hand.
'I am,' he said, covering the table with the folders, his umbrella and the brief
case, 'in disarray.'
'Dear me!’ Nelly answered.
'But it would give me great pleasure to offer you a cup of coffee.’
‘How did you know I spoke English?' Nelly asked curtly, but smiled out of
habit.
'It is not hard to tell.'
She slipped the dictionary back in her handbag and before she had time to think
he was off to order the coffee. As he stood at the bar she moved her chair slightly to get
a better look at him. The greatcoat flapped open exposing the thin trousers clinging to
his legs, and an assortment of pens and pencils tied with a ribbon, like a bunch of
flowers, stuck out of the bulging pocket. He seemed to have been thrown together
without any sense of order. The black hat was the only thing that, in any way, connected
with his thin, sensitive face and silver hair. It was then that Nelly had a flash back to the
incident. My God! she thought, a black Borsalino! She also realised why she had not
bought the hat in the market. Nothing to do with impresarios; everything to do with old
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memories she had thought were completely buried.
'I must go,’ she said abruptly when he returned to the table. 'A bus to catch.'
'Oh!' he said quietly. ‘I am so sorry.'
He stood, looking like a disappointed child, while Nelly picked up her hand bag
and note book.
'Is that, by any chance, a Borsalino?' she asked as she turned up the collar of her
coat.
'I beg your pardon?'
'Your hat.'
'I do apologise,’ he answered, taking it off and putting it on the scattered manila
folders. 'I should have removed it.'
'Well, is it?'
At that moment the waiter arrived with the coffee. Instead of walking away as
she had intended, Nelly found herself clearing the table, moving the folders and putting
his case and umbrella on an empty chair.
The man stood watching, then sat down, looking exhausted and helpless. The
waiter stood, smiling at both of them.
'Inglesi?' he asked. ‘Americani?’
'No!' Nelly said indignantly, 'Io, no! Australian! Sono Australiana!'
'Ah! Sydney?'
'Sì, Sì! Sydney.'
'The ’ouse of the opera', said the waiter, drawing curved triangular shapes in the
air. 'Bella! Bellissima!'
Nelly was smiling again. She kept smiling until the waiter moved away.'Good
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bye,' she said firmly, having decided to be cool but polite.
He looked up with the expression of a lost dog.
'Dov'io ero tenuto il più gentile, oggi piu che lo topo son tenuto vile'.
Nelly was taken aback. His accent was impeccable, but what on earth was he
saying? She stared blankly at him and waited.
'Where once I was thought the finest, now I am held lower than a mouse.'
'A mouse,' she said, ‘dear me.’ She sat down again, forgetting that she had
decided not to be friendly. He looked at her absentmindedly while stirring three
spoonfuls of sugar into his coffee.
‘I am trying to learn Italian,’ Nelly said.
He appeared not to have heard.
‘Mind you, she continued, ‘not everyone can be good at languages but I try.’
She paused for an instant. ‘Mai troppo vecchia per provare.’
‘Ah!’ he said. ‘One should always try. Brava signora.’
‘Grazie.’
‘Prego.’
He picked up the hat from the table and looked inside.
'It is not a Borsalino. A far inferior brand.'
'Thank God for that!' Nelly exclaimed. ‘It gave me a terrible fright. Don't ask
why,' she added quickly.
'I have just bought it,' he said, 'in the market.'
'I rejected it,' Nelly said, 'but I did buy this.' She ran her hand lovingly down the
collar of her coat.
'And these,' he said, indicating his clothes, ‘were all I could find to fit. The truth

TRAVELLING with the DUKE

78

is, I am a scholar in distress.'
'Tell me about it,’ said Nelly, and she signalled to the waiter for more coffee.

*

It was late afternoon at the Bar Angelo. The dwarf and the brothers Pratolini
were having a heated discussion about the relationship between la signora australiana
and the tall, unkempt man in the strange clothes. The elder brother was convinced the
man was an aged gigolo, down on his luck, whom she had innocently hired to escort her
on tours of the galleries and museums. The younger brother was adamant; it was clearly
a dalliance, and he told stories of the escapades of their great aunts and grandmother to
prove his point. The dwarf, who studied life every day from his bar stool, laughed
cynically. It was as plain as the noses on their foolish faces. He was after her money.
They kept watch while Nelly and Enrico (Nelly had rejected the English option
of Henry), remained sitting outside, although the autumn mist was rising, drinking far
too many cups of coffee followed by campari and sodas. Nelly had produced a pair of
thick woollen socks from her bag and insisted he put them on. This was one of the main
pieces of evidence cited by the younger brother as proof of their intimacy. It had also
been noted that the manila folders were bursting with prints and photocopies of works
of art and Nelly had paid for the drinks.

*

The bus driver had lost patience with Nelly. Twice he had called to her from the
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bus station that the last bus for Ponteremo was leaving.
‘Fa Presto! Devo andare via!’ he shouted, and blew the horn.
‘Dear me’, she said to Enrico. ‘Is it the last bus?
‘Sì,’ said Enrico. He stood and put on his hat. With well practiced charm, he
raised it to Nelly before shaking her hand.
‘Arrivederci e grazie per la compagnia.’
‘Oh dear! Arrivederci ... and the same to you.’ As she walked away she
remembered he had no money and turned back, rummaging in her bag for her purse.
‘Wait!’ she called to Enrico. ‘Aspetta!’ she called to the bus driver who had
started the engine. Tentatively, she held out some notes to Enrico. ‘It’s not much, but
you are very welcome to it.’
He shouted at her. ‘No! Assolutamente no! Arrivederci signora!’
Nelly put the notes back in her purse and stood looking him straight in the eye.
‘I have a suggestion,’ she said. ‘It would be a good idea to do up the buttons on your
coat.’ And with that she hurried to the bus.

*

The bus driver swore under his breath when Nelly hesitated on the step and
turned to give a conciliatory wave to Enrico. But he was walking back towards the bar.
In his black hat and with the long army coat billowing out behind him he had acquired a
kind of peculiar dignity which Nelly found almost touching until she remembered that
he had shouted at her. Over sensitive, she decided, and confused. After all he had
accepted the socks. Still, she had had an interesting afternoon and to have found
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someone at the Bar Angelo who spoke perfect English was quite an achievement.
She settled back and took out her copy of Forever Amber, her latest find
amongst the collection of English books that had been donated to the Monteriano
library in nineteen fifty four. But it was hard to see and closing her eyes she thought of
her own small adventure in the light of some of the romantic novels she had read over
the past few weeks. Unfortunately Enrico was not very satisfactory as the hero but his
story had much in common with the flimsy plots. His explanation as to why he was in
Monteriano (involving a rich elderly aunt who had failed to recognise him and
threatened to call the police) had been entertaining but implausible, and, while she had
heard endless accounts of people having their luggage stolen on Italian trains, to have
hidden his wallet inside a shoe in his suitcase seemed to be unconvincingly prudent.
‘Since travelling alone,’ he had said, ‘I have become somewhat over cautious.’ Nelly
had pulled a sympathetic face, but heard no more about what, she assumed, was a sad
story of personal loss. Perhaps none of it was true? He could be one of those confidence
tricksters Amanda Ellis was always on about. She tried to remember the Italian
expression he had used, something to do with a mouse. ‘Topo,’ she said out loud.
‘Topolino,’ said the old man sitting across from her, ‘topolino signora.’
‘A little mouse?’ Nelly asked.
‘Mickey Mouse,’ he replied, and roared with laughter. Nelly laughed with him
and thought how pleased she was to be arriving back in Ponteremo. Time to forget
about her little escapade at the Bar Angelo. After all he was nothing more than a ship
that passed in the night - or twilight, she thought, as she looked out of the window.
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Enrico walked away from the bus stop feeling forlorn and irritable. Surely she
had overstepped the mark? Paying the bill in a cafe was one thing but hard cash in the
hand, in public, was naïve and unacceptable. Besides, only a foolish woman would have
believed his story about the rich elderly aunt. The fact that it was true did not make it
any more credible.
‘Poverina zia Elisabetta,’ he murmured to himself, as he walked towards the bar
- because he could think of nowhere else to go. Fortunately, he had been sensible
enough to keep a five Euro note in the pocket of the great coat, which he now realised
was giving out an unpleasant, musty smell. Had she noticed, he wondered? Turning to
look back he caught sight of the bus crossing the bridge over the river to take the
winding road to Ponteremo. An exciting bus ride, she had said, with dangerous hairpin
bends and wonderful views of the fairy-tale villages on the hilltops. Of course,
foreigners tended to exaggerate the danger of Italian roads and the romantic aspects of
medieval villages but there was nothing romantic about being stuck in Monteriano. He
thought of his well-worn but beautifully cut coat that had disappeared along with his
suitcase, his shirts, his shoes, and his sponge bag and, because he was beginning to feel
extremely tired, he longed for his old, blue striped pyjamas. As he entered the bar his
mind wandered to the idea of finding a church. A kindly priest may be the solution; then
remembering that the last priest he encountered had been anything but kind, he sat with
his back to the bar and shuffled through his pile of manila folders.
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*

The Pratolini brothers and the dwarf had observed Nelly’s hurried departure and
Enrico’s state of dejection and were in complete agreement. Obviously he had been
turned down by la signora. She had been sensible enough to know when to leave but
had wasted a considerable amount of money. The younger brother was designated to
take his order and hurried back with the news that he had ordered a double grappa,
appeared to be very depressed and had asked for a priest. It was decided that such a
request was not to be taken lightly and the elder brother untied his apron and offered to
run to the church for their cousin, Father Pratolini. The dwarf, who had a strong
prejudice against priests in general, was on the point of leaving when there was a new
development.
‘Ricordo!’ Enrico exclaimed, waving a crumpled ticket in the air, ‘Ricordo!’
It was a receipt from the luggage lockers at Florence Railway station that he had
found amongst his papers. He had checked in his heaviest books and hidden his
emergency travellers cheques between the pages of Vasari’s Lives of Painters, Sculptors
and Architects, Vol.111. Admittedly, there were still some minor difficulties to
overcome but having recovered his self-esteem along with the locker ticket he stood,
smoothed his hair with his hand, and approached the bar with a confident smile.
His request for a loan was firmly refused. The Pratolini brothers both shook their
heads firmly and treated his suggestion of leaving his gold watch as a pledge with thinly
disguised contempt. His identity card (which he had put through a washing machine at
the laundry) only added to their suspicions. Enrico had assumed that his credentials as a
gentleman and an intellectual were obvious but was prepared to accept that his
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appearance was working against him and, with a patient smile, he opened his brief case
and produced a copy of his book on erotic symbolism in Renaissance art. Some time
was spent admiring the illustrations until he drew their attention to his photograph and
biography on the back cover. It was clear that he had aged but was recognisable and
after a final check and nod of approval from the dwarf the elder brother opened the till
and counted out some notes. Enrico insisted on writing a receipt and presenting the
autographed book as a memento. After a complimentary grappa, the elder brother took
things in hand. A train would be leaving for Florence in precisely fifteen minutes and
his brother would drive il professore to the station.
Enrico fell asleep shortly after the train left Monteriano and woke half an hour
later feeling hungry but pleased with himself. Stretching out his legs and wriggling his
toes in the warm socks Nelly had given him he wondered if the unfortunate scene at the
bus stop had been nothing more than a cultural misunderstanding. As an Australian she
had a lot to learn about the European male and the subtleties of social situations. But
why had she chosen to stay in Ponteremo? Florence would have been a much better
choice. She might even have been able to improve her Italian accent, although it seemed
unlikely. Who knows? he thought. One of the pleasures of chance meetings is the lack
of involvement and at that moment he realised that she had told him very little about
herself. Perhaps there was little to tell, he thought, but what was it she had said? ‘Never
too old to try,’ and smiling to himself he wrote, Nelly/Ponteremo on the back cover of
one of his manila folders.
He had quite forgotten about his odd appearance until he stood up from his seat
as the train arrived at Florence station and noticed that some of the passengers were
giving him strange looks. He did not mind. Perhaps he was presenting a previously
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unexplored side of his personality. He met the gaze of a businessman, who was putting
on a camel hair coat, and winked at him. He raised his hat to the young girls who were
giggling and nudging each other. Clutching his brief case, umbrella and folders he
whistled a popular tune from his youth as he pushed his way along the aisle to be first
off the train.
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EIGHT

Gianna had come up with the idea of recreating the successful Saturday nights of her
childhood. It was only two weeks since her moment of inspiration and that morning
Nelly had been at her window watching her sweep the autumn leaves from the front
door of the Albergo. It was easy to gauge Gianna’s moods from the way she handled the
broom, and watching her give only a few desultory pokes at the pile of leaves Nelly was
certain that something was up. When she threw down the broom and sat on the door
step gazing across the valley, Nelly closed the window. Business is bad, she decided,
with mixed feelings of concern for Gianna and worry that she should offer to pay more
for her room.
The truth was that Gianna had taken time out from her worries. It was one of
those autumn mornings when the mist had lifted and there was a clear view. The gold
and green woods of chestnuts and pines merged into terraces of olive trees running
along the sunny hillsides, and it was possible to see all nine of the other medieval
villages, set, like children’s toy houses, on hillocks and ridges in the valley.
Her first counting lessons with her mother had taken place on this spot where
they would sit side by side pointing as they sang the names, always saving Ponteremo
until last.
Uno Fibbialla
Due Aramo
Tre Medicina
Quattro Sorano
Cinque Castelvecchio
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Sei Ligana
Sette Pontito
Otto Battifolle
Nove Stiappa
Tutti lontano
Ecco! Diece!
Ecco! Ponteremo!
Gianna sang quietly to herself, remembering her mother’s stories of past battles,
between the Florentines and the Lucchese, with Ponteremo always managing to be on
the winning side. Sometimes, lowering her voice her mother would say mysteriously,
‘There is a number eleven. It is out of sight and none of our family have ever been
there.’ She must have made it up, Gianna thought, for it was never given a name, and no
one else had ever heard of it. But you never know.
The mist had crept back into the valley. Most of the villages had suddenly
disappeared, bringing Gianna down to earth and more practical matters. She knew that
the people of Ponteremo could be as inconsistent as the view. She wanted the Albergo
to come back to life. She also wanted to make money.
Out of sight, a young girl was singing as she walked up the steep path behind the
church. A passionate, romantic song which, to Gianna, seemed out of place so early in
the day, although, thinking of Roberto, she was pleased not to feel envious. It was then
she thought of reviving the musical Saturday nights. She rushed inside to tell Roberto,
who was attempting to unblock the chimney of the pizza oven. Only his feet were
visible as Gianna shouted her plans for success up the chimney. When Roberto
emerged, with a black face and hair whitened with ash, he smothered her with dirty
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kisses and with great enthusiasm threw in some suggestions of his own.
‘Sporco! Sporco! Dirty!’ said Gianna, laughing as she wiped her face with her
apron. Then, thinking of her mother but imitating her father, she bellowed at him, Sono
io che guido la baracca ecco! It’s me who’s running the show!
Nelly, who had heard the shouting but only understood that something was
dirty, thought it best not to put in an appearance until things had calmed down.

*
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NINE

It was the Saturday of Gianna’s first Serenata Musicale, and she had spent all day with
a long face, grumbling with tiredness and taking everything out on Roberto. What with
all the worry about the menu, the money spent, the changes to the programme (the
men’s quartet had withdrawn because of a football match) she wondered if it was all
worth while. ‘Non preoccuparti! Don’t worry yourself,’ Roberto had said again and
again as he cheerfully went about his work. A space had been cleared at one end of the
room for a make-shift stage, the long tables (which were the old stained wooden tables
joined together), were covered with white table cloths, and laid with napkins, candles
and bunches of wild pansies which Nelly had picked and arranged in wine glasses.
At five o’clock Roberto brought the last of Nelly’s hand written programmes
and handed them to her.
‘Prenditela con calma, take it easy,’ he said, putting his arms around her waist
and undoing her apron strings. Gianna pulled off her apron, sat with her feet on a chair
and thought of her mother. The atmosphere would be the key to success. ‘L’ambiente!’
she murmured, watching Roberto smiling contentedly as he straightened the chairs and
checked the tables. ‘That will come from him, not me,’ she thought.

*

By six o’clock a cold wind was blowing from the mountains.
‘Un disastro! said Gianna.
‘Non preoccuparti,’ Roberto repeated as he closed the shutters and stoked the
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fire.
By eight o’clock the tables were full. Gianna stood behind the bar, serving
drinks, snapping orders to Roberto and darting out to control the children who were
playing sword fights with sticks of grissini.
‘Per amor di Dio! Chiudete la porta!’ she shouted at the group of giggling
adolescents who hung about in the open doorway letting in the cold air. When the door
was shut and the children were quiet she rang the little bell on the bar and Giuliana, the
soprano, sidled apologetically on to the stage.
Nelly was seated at a table next to Bruno, a young man who taught at the High
School in Monteriano and was acknowledged as the resident intellectual and interpreter.
To the locals he was known as ‘Il Comunista’. He had taken Nelly under his wing for
the evening to provide translations of the songs, and explain the relationships between
the entertainers and the audience.
‘Her voice it is not too bad,’ he whispered in Nelly’s ear, ‘but she has a mania
for religion and is the daughter of the plumber who overcharges. Be careful, he is sitting
behind you.’
Giuliana was received only with polite applause and even Roberto was feeling
nervous for he had picked up an undercurrent of dissent. He had observed that there
were those who were pleased to feel more beautiful or handsome by candlelight, and
others who had reservations about the price and a night of sitting still and merely
listening.
‘Of course, the room’s over heated,’ said the plumber’s wife, who was wearing a
fur, ‘but at least it’s a change from that game show on television.’
‘Sì! Sì! Il Gioco è terribile,’ answered her friends who normally watched it
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enthusiastically every Saturday night.
But it was the older men, resentful at having their card playing tables
commandeered, who were the main problem. It had taken many years and innumerable
games of scopa, to build up the patina of wine, coffee and nicotine stains. After all, they
were the ones who had kept the place alive during Dino Fenoglio’s decline. How many
times had a game been interrupted to help Roberto carry in a load of wood? Had they
not always given advice, taken messages and kept an eye on the children if they played
too near the edge of the road? Old Giovanni was particularly disgruntled. He had
flipped up the edge of the tablecloth and found his personal insignia, the burn mark
made by his cigarette on the memorable occasion of having rescued little Francino from
the jaws of a large dog owned by a German tourist. He had been a hero for weeks, and
now his table was up the back near the draughty door, whereas it should have been
where it always was, tucked into the snug corner next to the bar. It was Ida, his wife,
who had insisted on coming and there she sat, in her best dress, nudging him to smile
and wave at the people they both saw every day of their lives.
Roberto let it be known that Limoncello (a lemon liqueur made from an old
family recipe), was to be provided gratis at the end of the evening. The word went
around Giovanni’s table.
‘It’s not like the stuff you buy in the shops.’
‘Free?’
‘One glass?’
‘As much as you can handle.’
Giovanni mellowed at the thought of getting something for nothing, and after
the antipasto and fettuccine (included in the entrance price), and a few glasses of wine,
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he even managed a smile. Taking their cue, his friends relaxed and joined in the medley
of popular songs. Ida was beside herself with excitement having realised that the local
doctor, who had only ever shown interest in her swollen legs, was seated with his wife
at the other end of their table. He and his wife who ‘frequentano sola la crema della
società’ had both smiled at her.
Bruno poured Nelly another glass of wine.
‘Next, we have the tenor, and he is a real opera singer.’
‘That’s a relief,’ said Nelly.
‘More than that,’ said Bruno reproachfully. ‘It is an honour. Alfio is in the
chorus of Il Teatro la Fenice di Venezia. He is also Gianna’s husband’s nephew from
Naples.’
There was a murmur of anticipation as the accompanist entered, followed by a
moment of silence broken by Gianna shouting and shaking her fists at the adolescents
who were back in the doorway, calling and waving to relatives in the audience.
‘Sta zitto! Questa è opera! Vi farà bene! Be quiet! This is opera! It will be
good for you!’
‘Ciao Gianna!’ they chorused, ‘Buona serenata!’ Pulling their hats down to
their eyebrows and their scarves up over their noses they left on their motor scooters,
ruining the opening bars of the piano accompaniment to the aria.
The young tenor was not Nelly’s idea of an opera singer. He appeared to be
wearing a borrowed suit, was unshaven, and stood staring at the audience with sombre,
sleepy, black eyes. One eye twitched. No, winked, Nelly realised, at the three young
men in the front row, who whistled and cheered, calling,
‘Canta Alfio! Canta per noi! Sing for us!’
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‘State zitti!’ shouted Gianna again, now worried that the tone of her Serenata
Musicale might be threatened by her husband’s rowdy relations.
‘They are not accepted here,’ Bruno whispered, looking around to make sure no
one was listening. ‘It has been rumoured that they smoke the marijuana.’
‘Dear me,’ said Nelly.
‘But I believe it is their earrings, and perhaps their politics. You agree?’
‘Certainly!’ Then she went for it, ‘Assolutamente!’
Bruno grinned at her. I must have got it right, she thought, or he would have
winced.
Nelly had no objections to rowdy boys with earrings and had developed a
certain sympatico with Bruno, the only communist she had ever met. What was more he
could speak English.
‘We will talk together on Sunday evenings while the others are at church,’ he
had said, and they had sat in the downstairs bar of the albergo with Nelly attempting to
explain Australian easy-going paganism, and how, in her world, communists were as
rare as hen’s teeth. Bruno was puzzled by this.
‘Australian hens have teeth?’
‘No! That is the point’.
‘Beh! So there are no communists in Australia?’
‘Not many.’
‘But hens, you said, do not ...’
Many of their conversations petered out this way.
‘But now I am no longer lonely on Sunday nights, and you, Nelly, are like a
grandmother to me. My grandmother ...’ Bruno twisted a curl of his hair around his
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finger and sighed, ‘mia nonna ...’
‘È morta?’
‘Sì. Mia nonna è morta. Brava Nelly!’
That must have been the past tense, Nelly had thought, while giving Bruno a
sympathetic smile.
But on the night of the Serenata Musicale Nelly had a more pressing language
problem. She had been persuaded to sing, and during the latino americano numbers
(performed by son and daughters of the postmaster) she was trying to find the word for
‘pussy’ in her dictionary. Nelly was taking a plunge.

*

‘Something is stirring in me,’ she had said to the Duke, ‘I can feel it in my
bones.’
At the time, the picture of the Duke was hanging at a rather jaunty angle giving
the impression that he was not taking things very seriously.
‘It is very important,’ Nelly said severely, as she straightened it. ‘I have a
definite feeling that I am being accepted. As I am. Which has a lot to do with how I
intended to be, not as I was.’
Even so, Nelly was not sure why she had accepted the invitation to sing. The
only Australian song she could think of was Waltzing Matilda, and that, she decided,
was lacking in oomph and there was no way they would grasp the meanings of words
such as jumbuck and billabong. She delved into childhood memories of her mother and
aunts singing around the piano, accompanied on the spoons by her uncle Ned, and
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eventually decided on her mother’s pièce de resistance, Daddy Wouldn’t Buy Me a
Bow-Wow. A silly song, easy and naughty. After running through the tune with
Adriana, the church organist, she was quite pleased with herself. No one will expect me
to sing in Italian, and everyone will understand ‘bow-wow’.
But the night before the musical evening Nelly had not slept well in her narrow
bed. It was well after midnight when she reached under the bed for her glasses and
dictionary to look up the words for ‘all’ and ‘together’. ‘Tutti insieme, tutti insieme,’ she
repeated like a mantra until she went back to sleep.

*

Nelly was grateful that she was not following the tenor. The atmosphere in the
room changed the moment he began to sing. Even the small children stopped wriggling,
sitting still and wide-eyed as though they were watching a lion tamer. The friends from
Naples quietened down and stubbed out their cigarettes.
After the third aria the audience were exhausted with pleasure. Such moments of
joy (unexpected on a Saturday night in Ponteremo) were to be taken seriously. They
expressed their wonderment by applauding with dignified enthusiasm. It was only Nelly
who called for an encore.
Bruno tugged at her sleeve. ‘He is a professional,’ he said with a hint of severity,
‘three is enough.’
Nelly was not listening. With her heart racing and the music still in her ears, she
felt as though she had relived the saddest and most beautiful moments of her life. She
even dared to think that there may be more to come. She watched as Alfio’s ear ringed
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friends embraced him, slapped him on the back and pulled him into a chair at their
table. ‘It only goes to show,’ she said to herself, not quite understanding what it was she
was trying to comprehend. Alfio turned and blew her a kiss.
‘Grazie signora! Grazie mille!’ he called across the room.
Nelly dabbed at her eyes and face with the table napkin, and undid the top
button of her dress. She was in no mood for the singing comedian who had bounded on
to the stage wearing a hunting jacket and a funny hat with feathers. What was more,
according to Bruno, he was untranslatable. Nelly felt rather put out.
‘Who is he?’ she asked. ‘Is he rude?’
‘Very,’ Bruno answered in between his roars of laughter, ‘molto volgare.
He is the uncle of ...’ The rest was lost under whistles and applause as the uncle,
pointing his feet outwards, flapped his elbows and ran around the stage making bird
calls. The old men at Giovanni’s table set up a chorus of clucking and cock-a-doodle
doos, the uncle whistled back at them, and the plumber’s wife threw off her fur and
shrieked with laughter.
‘Un pagliaccio vero’, said Bruno, shaking his head wisely when the final burst
of laughter had died down.
‘I don’t understand,’ Nelly replied tersely.
‘A clown, a true clown.’
‘Oh, Pagliacci. Of course. Well he’s certainly that.’
Nelly was nervous. She fumbled in her bag for her dictionary, and curtly refused
another drink. Was she too hot? Bruno asked. Was she enjoying herself?
‘No! I am not too hot. Yes! I am enjoying myself, but I have forgotten the word
for pussy.’
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‘Perhaps you are tired?’ Bruno suggested cautiously.
‘I am never tired, but I can’t possibly read this small print by candlelight. Pussy
cat! Little cat! Kitten!’
‘Ah! Micio,’ said Bruno.
‘Micio. Thank you.’
‘Prego.’
‘And I will have another drink.’
But there was no time. Gianna was on the stage gesturing towards Nelly,
everyone in the room had turned to look at her and Bruno was nudging her.
‘You are next Nelly. In bocca al lupo!’
‘What?’
Bruno took her by the arm and gently turned her towards the stage.
‘It means good luck,’ he whispered, ‘in the mouth of the wolf.’
‘Bugger that!’ said Nelly, ‘I’m scared stiff.’ She shook Bruno off and strode
onto the stage.
The audience was very willing to be polite to La Signora Australiana who
looked gentle and surprisingly elegant in a long red dress, and when she took a slip of
paper from her sleeve to read, in faltering Italian, that she would sing a song her mother
taught her, they settled into a relaxed, sentimental mood. It was not until old Giovanni
picked up on the bow-wows that they realized their mistake. Nelly was belting it out,
with her hands on her hips she was giving it everything she had. ‘Daddy wouldn’t buy
me a bow-wow,’ she sang.
‘Daddy wouldn’t buy me a bow-wow,’
‘Bau bau!’ shouted Giovanni, ‘Vuf vuf!’
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‘I’ve got a piccolo micio,’
‘Miow’, cried a little girl in the front row,
‘And I’m very fond of that,
But I’d rather have a bow-wow-wow!’
‘Bis! Bis!’ they shouted. ‘Ancora!’
Adriana, the pianist, gave a timid bark, and then hit a wrong note as Bruno
appeared beside her with an Italian translation written on a large sheet of paper.
‘Pronti?’ he called to the audience.
They were more than ready.
‘Pronti!’ they called back.
‘Tutti insieme!’ called Nelly. ‘ Uno, due, tre, quattro!’
‘Babbo non ha voluto comprarmi un bau-bau!’ they sang, galloping over the
words to make them scan.
‘Bau-bau!’ shouted the whole room. They were led by Giovanni who was
conducting the chorus with his fork. By the third chorus Nelly was singing in Italian but
another voice was singing in her head, ‘The God’s have come down!’ They hovered
overhead for her last note, for Adriana’s final flourishes in the treble, then retreated,
leaving Nelly to face the uproar. The audience still cheering, laughing, calling ‘Brava
Australiana! Bravissima!’ They burst into a fresh round of applause as Roberto
snatched a bunch of pansies from a wine glass, presented them to Nelly, and dashed
back for another bunch to give to Adriana. The little girl in the front row, still meowing,
pulled at Nelly’s skirt until Bruno lifted her up into his arms. Giovanni’s table was
misbehaving, barking and throwing pansies at each other, while Gianna watched with
an indulgent smile. She was happy, thinking of her mother and the takings. All Nelly
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wanted to do was sit down.
It seemed a long way back to their table, and very noisy. The rowdy boys and
the tenor were howling like wolves; the little girl had climbed on to Adriana’s knee and
was ding, ding, dinging on the top keys of the piano. While they were making their way
through the hand-shaking, kissing, and superlatives at Giovanni’s table, Nelly vaguely
noticed a tall man leaning against the closed door. A stranger, she thought, he must
wonder what’s struck him.
‘Don’t slip,’ said Bruno, kicking away the squashed pansies scattered over the
floor. Keep smiling, Nelly said to herself, although she felt the need to occasionally
duck her head as she was showered with more exaggerated compliments. ‘Magnifica!
Stupenda! Fantastica!' The chatter and laughter rose in a crescendo as Roberto,
flourishing his well balanced tray, served the limoncello gratis. Nelly, still smiling,
accepted a glass and tossed it down.
‘It is very strong,’ warned Bruno.
‘Too late,’ said Nelly, wondering if the smile had frozen permanently on her
face. ‘Now, run away and enjoy yourself.’
Slipping her shoes off under the table she concentrated on trying to look relaxed
and comfortable; laughing when the others laughed and nodding wisely - like a
cockatoo in a cage, she thought. Being accepted has its own problems. Serves you right
for showing off, Nelly. Stranded, without Bruno or her reading glasses, her head
spinning from the liqueur (which tasted like lemon flavoured petrol), she felt herself
drowning in a sea of Italian.
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The plumber’s daughter, Guiliana, was the final straw. Arriving at the table with
a chair, she seated herself next to Nelly, embraced her, kissed her, then, nervously
fingering her gold crucifix, whispered,
‘Ha cantato come un angelo You sang like an angel.’
Nelly felt around with her toes for her shoes, and then disappeared under the
table. ‘Grazie Guliana,’ she said, reappearing on her knees, ‘grazie e buona notte. Sono
molto stanco.’
‘No signora,’ said someone who was helping her to her feet. ‘Lei è molto stanca.
‘Oh bugger that,’ Nelly said under her breath, then straightening up, exclaimed,
‘Good god! It’s Enrico! What on earth are you doing here?
‘I have come to see you.’
‘Pull the other one,’ said Nelly.
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TEN

The group of Japanese tourists standing on the steps of the State Art Gallery politely
turned their heads away, under the impression that Babs and Helen were arguing in
public.
‘Don’t be ridiculous, Helen,’ Babs was saying in her booming voice. ‘You
should feel liberated. All those wonderful, big-breasted women with their stomachs
sticking out. They make me feel positively sylph-like.’
‘They make me feel fat,’ said Helen, ‘and inadequate.’
‘How could Rubens make you feel fat?’
‘He just does. And I’ve gone up a size.’
‘That’s just the point,’ said Babs. ‘They didn’t think in terms of sizes in those
days. Do you think those women spent their time worrying if they could fit into a size
fourteen?’
‘Sixteen,’ Helen said defiantly.
‘Whatever,’ said Babs. ‘Bits of material. Drapery! That’s the answer.’
‘I try,’ said Helen, adjusting her paisley shawl over her loose flowing dress, ‘but
I don’t think it works.’
‘It works,’ Babs said tersely. She pulled at her smart, knee-length skirt, which
she had to admit caught her on the hips, and looked around for Jenny.
Jenny was sitting on the lawn at the base of one of the large equestrian statues
which stood on either side of the gallery steps. The naked rider, his bare feet thrust
forward, stared across to the Domain, triumphantly holding up a torch as his offering of
peace. Sunday excursions with Nelly to the gallery were one of Jenny’s strongest
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memories from childhood, and it was here they had eaten their picnic lunches of corned
beef sandwiches with green tomato pickle, or bacon and egg pie and orange cordial.
Nelly had never failed to glare at the angry, helmeted figure of War standing on the
opposite side. ‘Keep away from him Jenny,’ she would say. ‘Both of your grandfathers
were killed in that dreadful war, a cousin was orphaned and poor Uncle Harry never
stopped drinking from the day he came home.’ Jenny always knew there would be a
minute of silence before Nelly played the game of making up silly stories about the
friezes which ran around the top of the neoclassical facade of the gallery. ‘I wonder if I
can remember any of them,’ she thought, and she ran her eyes along the friezes until she
found Queen Hatasu of Egypt in a heavily curtained room, surrounded by nervous
looking men. Nelly’s voice came back to her.
‘There she is! Lady Muck, with too much money and no taste, ordering new
curtains for the living room.’ Then Nelly would teach her the names of Italian artists
carved into the sandstone. ‘Only the Italians,’ she would say, smiling as Jenny stumbled
over the odd-sounding names, repeating them as together they clapped their hands
together in rhythm with the sounds. Michelangelo, Donatello, Ghiberti, Cellini,
Raphael, Titian, Giotto.
Jenny reached up, tracing her fingers around the bronze garlands of leaves and
fruit decorating the base of the statue of Peace. Something was different. They had been
restored, painted with a thick coat of golden brown lacquer, and looking up at the
horseman’s face she realized the verdigris had been removed. As a child she had seen
the green streaks as tears: tears for her grandfathers, tears for Nelly’s cousin and the
unfortunate uncle. Now, Jenny thought, the rider seems rather pleased with himself, if
perhaps a little too bold and brassy.
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Not unlike Babs who, with the sunlight catching her golden lacquered hair, was
calling and waving to her.
‘Helen and I have been discussing the female form’ Babs said, when Jenny
joined them. ‘We’ve decided if Helen’s a Rubens, and I’m like one of Rembrandt’s
saggy old women lined up for a bath, you have to be a Modigliani.’
‘What?’ Jenny said laughing. ‘Because of my long skinny neck? Anyway, I
can’t even pronounce his name.’
‘Oh, you will,’ said Babs with a knowing look at Helen. ‘But now we want
some photos. You looked very picturesque over there under the statue.’
‘Oh, no!’ Jenny said. ‘Too many memories.’
‘War is a dreadful thing,’ Helen said sympathetically.
‘That’s Peace!’ Babs snapped at her. ‘I don’t know what’s the matter with you
today.’
‘Over there by the Henry Moore,’ Jenny said quickly, and hurried ahead to the
statue. Taking off her purple boots, she scrambled up to perch on the knee of the
reclining woman.
‘Just look at those hips,’ Babs said to Helen, as they stood admiring the bronze.
‘Draped! Just like yours.’
Sensing a possible skirmish, Jenny hitched up her skirt, and crossed her legs,
calling, ‘I’m ready!’
‘That’s lovely,’ said Helen. ‘Now turn your head the same way as hers dear.’
‘She couldn’t possibly,’ said Babs, ‘she’d break her neck.’
‘Oh, I see what you mean. Such a funny angle.’
‘Well, that’s what it’s called.’
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‘What?’
‘Angles. Reclining figure.’
‘Well, it’s a very odd name,’ said Helen, offended. ‘I told you not to wear those
shoes. I knew they’d make you irritable.’
‘Don’t be so silly!’ After waiting a moment for Helen to look crestfallen, as she
knew she would, Babs adjusted the camera lens and called to Jenny, ‘That’s it. Smile!’
Jenny grinned for the camera, before sticking her legs in the air, and sliding
down the outstretched skirt to curl up in the woman’s wide lap. The bronze, warmed by
the sun, seemed to have lost its metallic hardness, and for a moment she lay there, like a
child, completely happy. But the moment passed. Of course, it is comfortable and safe,
she thought, because it is like a womb. And where does that lead me? Straight back to
Nelly. She peered over the large thigh, watching Babs addressing another group of
tourists in her best, authoritative voice.
‘Henry Moore was, of course, very tactile, strongly influenced by the primitive,
and, as some of you may know, he was the son of a coal miner.’
The bemused tourists raised a battery of cameras and Jenny felt obliged to pose
for them until Helen, waving her shawl, shooed the group away as though they were a
flock of birds.
‘Hurry up, dear!’ Babs called to Jenny, and then turned with an affectionate
smile to Helen. ‘You were quite right about these shoes, but I am not the least bit
irritable. Now! Off to the kiosk!’

*
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As they walked through the Botanical Gardens Helen whispered to Jenny,
‘You go ahead with Babs, dear. I want to get a few more begonia cuttings.’
‘I heard,’ said Babs. ‘You’ll get caught one day, and what’s more you’ll ruin
that catalogue if you keep poking those dirty bits of plants into the plastic bag.’
‘You could borrow this,’ said Jenny, offering Helen her old, woven billum.
‘Don’t encourage her,’ Babs said, taking Jenny by the arm. ‘Come on, we’ll
meet her in the kiosk. Besides I wouldn’t let her near that bag of yours. It’s so original.’
‘Oh, it is,’ Jenny said, attempting to tuck in the unravelled threads. ‘Phillip, my
husband, brought it back from New Guinea.’
‘Hand made, you can always tell. Mind you, this bag of mine is supposed to be
made by those monks at Santa Croce in Florence. But I wouldn’t advise you to shop
there. The prices they charge seem quite out of proportion to anything to do with their
religious beliefs.’
Jenny was not listening. She had paused to look at the two green, bronze,
oriental lions, with their spiked tails and pointed teeth, guarding the entrance to the
bamboo garden.
‘Look!’ she said. ‘They’re poking their tongues out. I suppose they are meant to
frighten us.’
‘It would take more than that to frighten me,’ said Babs tersely. ‘Come along, I
want to show you something.’ They turned the corner to where there was a large,
ornate drinking fountain. ‘There!’ she said, ‘Diana, as a water nymph!’
‘It’s lovely,’ said Jenny. ‘I like the frogs.’
Babs gave an indulgent smile.
‘And the bulrushes, and the water birds, and the lions’ heads.’
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‘I particularly wanted you to see the Italian influence, adapted to our somewhat
milder tastes.’
‘Oh, I see,’ said Jenny feebly.
‘What would you say was lacking?’ Babs asked.
‘The drinking taps don’t work,’ Jenny said, as she tried to turn the rusted
handles.
‘True.’
But the question still hung in the air. Buying time, Jenny walked around the
fountain, inspecting it from every angle, hoping she could come up with some clever
comment to please Babs. But there was no need.
‘Sensuality!’ Babs exclaimed, as soon as Jenny had completed the circle. ‘And
that,’ she said, linking her arm through Jenny’s, ‘is one of the reasons you must see
some of the great Italian fountains!’
Jenny could think of nothing to say. She was vaguely aware that she was
missing out on a hidden agenda, but then she had no idea why she was spending time
with Babs and Helen, why they had taken her up, or why she enjoyed their company.
‘Italian fountains’ had set off a montage of images and sounds in her head, and she was
trying to place them. A sickly sweet, romantic song (it must have been pre-sixties), the
buzz of motor scooters, a big, sprawling fountain with white horses leaping over marble
rocks, and a girl in a full skirt, waist nipped in with a belt, throwing coins into the
cascades of water.
‘Roman Holiday,’ she said. ‘Audrey Hepburn.’
‘Too thin,’ said Babs, ‘and not at all what I had in mind.’
‘I didn’t mean to mention it,’ Jenny said. ‘It just popped out.’
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‘Things do,’ Babs said kindly, ‘but I want you to have much deeper
experiences.’
‘Why?’ Jenny asked bravely.
‘Because we like you, and we felt that you liked us.’
‘Oh, I do,’ Jenny replied, ‘very much, but I have been wondering why …’
‘We have taken you up?’
‘Yes.’
‘It’s good to meet new people. I think it has something to do with being old.’
Babs paused and for a brief moment her glossy bravery faded. ‘But now,’ she
continued brusquely, ‘we need to find Helen. Goodness knows what she’s up to.’
Helen was eventually found, deep in the palm grove, craning her neck to admire
the giant seedpods hanging from the top branches. They turned out to be upside-down
fruit bats, which caused Helen some embarrassment, and led to pointed remarks from
Babs about people who were too vain to wear glasses. Jenny, who was beginning to find
the excursion rather exhausting, decided it was about time she took some initiative.
‘I’m dying for a cup of tea,’ she called over her shoulder, as she set off down the
path to the kiosk.
She sat waiting, at an outside table, and, although she disliked the phrase
(probably Nelly’s) that came into her head, ‘best not to be under an obligation,’ there
was no escaping it. After checking to see if she had enough money, she ordered and
paid for tea with scones and jam and cream for three. The kiosk, an odd, little, cement
rendered building, decorated with twirled columns like a merry-go-round, overlooked
the artificial lake. Picturesque ducks swam through the water lilies and under the small,
rustic, trellised bridge, which seemed to have been put there for no practical reason,
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merely as an ideal setting for Victorian postcards. But there were no lovers leaning over
the railings, no small children with bread for the ducks, instead there were clusters of
white ibis, honking and squawking as they flew back and forth from the bridge to their
roosts in the palm trees, then swooped down to settle on the rubbish bins, and under the
empty tables, snatching up, in their long curved beaks, the crumbs of sausage rolls and
pies, potato chips, icy pole sticks and remnants of ice cream cones. They are not going
to like this, Jenny thought, as she saw Babs and Helen approaching, heads together like
two conspirators. Jenny watched as they paused, before treading gingerly over the
paved area, marbled with white bird droppings. A ship’s horn sounded from the
harbour, echoing, and blending with the shrieks of the birds flying back to the tops of
the white coated palm trees.
‘This,’ said Babs, collapsing into a chair, ‘is pandemonium.’
‘Perhaps we should move on,’ Helen said, with one eye on an ibis who was
pecking at a paper bag under the next table.
‘I couldn’t,’ Babs said, ‘my feet are killing me.’
‘And I’ve ordered tea and scones,’ said Jenny, ‘which was probably a mistake,’
she added apologetically.
‘This was meant to be a very special day,’ Babs said. She slipped her heels out
of her shoes, and smiled at the waitress who was wiping down their table with a wettex.
‘Well, it is a bit like Rome,’ Helen said, too brightly.
Babs glared at her. ‘I beg your pardon?’
‘Perhaps it was Venice or that big square in Florence. Anyway, now I come to
think of it, it was pigeons. It must have been pigeons...’
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Her sentence drifted away as she shook the thin paper tube of sugar, spraying it
over the front of her dress. Babs dusted her down and aimed a kick at an ibis under her
feet.
‘To hell with the birds,’ she said. ‘Let’s get on with it.’
‘Oh yes,’ said Helen, looking relieved, ‘you go first.’
Taking a sip of tea, Babs straightened her shoulders. and gave Jenny a long
serious look.
‘I’m glad I paid for the afternoon tea,’ Jenny thought, as she saw the benevolent
smile appear on Bab’s face.
‘So what’s up?’ she asked, doing her best to lighten the atmosphere.
‘My dear,’ said Babs, ‘Helen and I are very aware that you are worried about
your mother.’
‘Oh, I am,’ Jenny replied, wishing she did not have a mouthful of scone.
‘And you have reason to believe that she may be in Italy.’
‘Or she could be lying dead in a gutter,’ Jenny was laughing in a moment of
wild panic.
‘Goodness me! ’ exclaimed Helen.
‘I didn’t mean that,’ Jenny said quickly. ‘Yes! Yes, we think she has run away.
Run away to Italy!’ and she burst into tears. Simultaneously, Babs and Helen opened
their handbags to look for their handkerchiefs but Jenny had already snatched up a
paper serviette. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, wiping her eyes, blowing her nose, and sniffing.
‘Don’t be sorry,’ said Babs, ‘we want you to go.’
‘Go where?’
‘To Italy. To find her.’
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‘How could I? And perhaps she doesn’t want to be found. That’s why I’m
crying.’
‘In that case it wouldn’t matter. To either of you.’
‘What?’
‘If you didn’t find her. And seeing that you’ve never been, what a wonderful
excuse.’
‘Why?’ Jenny cried, almost angrily, ‘Why do people like you and my silly old
mother have this thing about Italy?’
There was a moment of silence, before Helen said quietly, ‘I believe it is often
referred to as the fatal charm.’
‘Fatal?’ said Jenny, tears threatening.
‘One is never quite the same,’ said Helen, with a dreamy expression.
‘Never!’ said Babs emphatically. ‘My dear,’ she said, taking Jenny’s hand, ‘the
fountains! Those wonderful bronze fountains! Proud, naked bodies with polished
buttocks and breasts and …’
‘I think I might be getting a headache,’ Jenny interrupted.
Helen whipped out a packet of Panadol from her bag, and poured the last of the
tea into Jenny’s cup.
‘Take these,’ she said, ‘and relax. We haven’t got to the important part. Do get
to the point,’ she said to Babs.
‘Oh yes, money,’ said Babs. ‘Helen has lots of money. I may look the part, but I
can assure you it is Helen who is the genuine article. She has, what you might call,
“old” money.’
‘Oh, very old,’ Helen said with a vague, happy smile.
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‘And a kind and generous nature. Whereas I am the ideas person.’
‘It was definitely your idea,’ Helen said, ‘but you must stop beating around the
bush, you’re making Jenny nervous.’
‘I feel like Alice in Wonderland,’ said Jenny, fiddling with the lid of the tea pot,
‘at the Mad Hatter’s tea party.’
‘It’s the birds,’ said Helen, ‘but if I remember correctly, they were flamingos.’
‘You’re thinking of Alice Through the Looking Glass,’ said Babs.
Jenny stood up. ‘I really must go,’ she said.
‘Sit down!’ said Babs.
‘Please,’ Helen added. ‘It’s my turn,’ she said firmly to Babs, flinching, as a
large ibis flew dangerously low over her head. ‘It is best, don’t you think, to wait for the
time of the year when the birds have taken off,’ she said enigmatically as she took a
long, thin envelope from her bag, and placed it on the table under the teapot. Arthur and
I have always found it best to travel to Europe in the autumn. This year I have the
tickets, booked and paid for, but there is a problem.’
‘It’s Arthur,’ Babs said. ‘His heart.’
‘No dear, his hip.’ Lifting up the teapot she pushed the envelope across the
table to Jenny. ‘I would like you to have my ticket,’ she said. ‘It is a return flight to
Rome.’
‘First class,’ Babs said, ‘ but we were thinking you might prefer to downgrade to
economy and make use of the refund After all there is more than one way to skin a cat.’
‘Jim would have to mind the cat,’ Jenny said quickly, then clapped her hand
over her mouth. ‘I didn’t say that. It’s very kind of you, too kind, but it’s quite out of
the question.’
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‘And why is that?’ Helen asked, placing her hand on Bab’s arm to keep her in
check.
‘I’m sure you understand,’ Jenny said, feeling foolish and awkward.
They sat in silence, Babs nibbling half-heartedly on a scone, Helen with a
madonna-like smile, while Jenny was attempting to find some balance between fifteen
dollars for afternoon tea and the cost of a ticket to Rome. Suddenly there was a gust of
wind and the group of ibis around the tables rose up, flapping and screeching as they
circled overhead before flying off, over the lake, towards the harbour. Jenny looked up,
following their flight, and at that moment, with a sense of happiness and relief, allowed
herself to give in.

*

The following Sunday they picnicked together under the statue of Peace. Helen
and Babs arrived in a taxi carrying between them an old, wicker picnic hamper packed
with delicacies and a bottle of champagne. Jenny had made a bacon and egg pie.
‘Here’s to Nelly!’ she said as she inserted the knife. ‘Lost or found.’
They exchanged confidences, and analysed their friendship which they decided
was based on acceptance and the mutual attraction of three people who did not know
how to ‘act their age’.
‘It was those purple boots of yours,’ said Babs, ‘and the hair. Ridiculous for a
mother of three grown-up children.’
They laughed, and kept on laughing at everything and nothing.
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‘And you two,’ said Jenny, ‘at that exhibition. Chatting away about penises like
a couple of connoisseurs.’
‘And who’s to say we’re not?’ Helen asked, straight faced, while Babs choked
with laughter on her smoked salmon sandwich.
‘Which reminds me,’ she said after a sip of champagne, ‘there is something I
meant to tell you. In Italy it is a tradition to dip a hand in the water of the fountain and
gently rub the male genitals. That’s why they are so shiny and polished.’
‘How sweet,’ said Jenny.
‘But you never know, things may have changed. The leaning tower of Pisa is
fenced off. Unclimbable.’
‘My first husband and I were up and down like mountain goats,’ said Helen,’ but
Arthur has never been able to make it.’
‘Poor Arthur,’ said Babs.
Jenny, who was a little drunk, raised her glass, ‘To Arthur!’
After another glass of champagne Jenny talked about herself, in the way she
usually only spoke to the cat.
‘You know I’ve had this thing about the Sixties,’ she said.
‘You told us,’ said Helen, ‘but don’t worry, we understand.’
‘I missed them.’
‘We know dear, you were in the kitchen.’
‘The children never understood.’
‘They are not meant to,’ said Babs.
‘And Phillip was in the most exotic and romantic places. I suddenly realized I’ve
always been pretending that I didn’t mind.’
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‘And you did?’ asked Babs.
‘I minded like hell! And Nelly. She minds about something, but I’ve never
known what it was.’
‘Your father?’ Helen said tentatively.
‘Oh, no! She refers to him as the mistake. She’s always made that quite clear.
He was but I wasn’t.’
‘That’s nice to know dear,’ said Helen.
They packed up the picnic things in silence and it was only at the last moment
after Babs had rung on her mobile for a taxi that Jenny found the courage to make her
confession.
‘I didn’t want to tell you,’ she said, ‘and you’ll never believe me, but I honestly
forgot.’
‘Forgot what?’ said Babs.
‘My daughter Katherine’s gone to Italy. She could have looked for Nelly.’
‘Where is she?’ Helen asked.
‘I’ve no idea. In the country, on a farm, with a vet.
‘An Italian vet?’ Babs asked eagerly.
‘Yes. Marcello, with wonderful eyes.’
‘Well,’ said Helen, ‘there’s another member of your family who mightn’t want
to be found.’
*
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ELEVEN

It had never entered Katherine’s head that anyone in Australia might be wanting to
find her. Sitting up in bed, in her singlet, with a sketchbook and pencil she was giving
orders to Marcello, who was posing, with his back to her at the open window, in a pair
of her striped thermal tights and a tight red jumper,
‘Stick your bum out, caro!’ she said, ‘Your culo! Like that! Così quello!’
She pointed to the postcard that was pinned to the window frame. It was a detail
of Ghirlandaio’s Visitation of the Blessed Virgin Mary to Saint Elizabeth, with not a
sign of either the Virgin or the Saint, only three young men leaning over a stone wall,
looking down on a city. She often reminded herself that she must go and see the whole
painting. Like many others, she had bought the postcard only because of the buttocks of
the young man on the left. This was part of Katherine’s new approach to the study of
art, having decided her starting point must be a connection to what she referred to as
‘real life.’
Marcello was jumping up and down, waving to someone out of the window.
‘Keep still,’ she said, ‘and bend your right knee.’
‘No!’ said Marcello, pulling at the tights as he turned around, ‘they are too
tight.’
‘They are very Renaissance,’ said Katherine, ‘but what you need is a codpiece.’
‘What is that?’
‘There you are’, said Katherine, pulling her dictionary out from under the
pillow, ‘your English isn’t perfect after all. A codpiece is a ….’ She found the word and
fell back laughing. ‘It’s feminine’.
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‘What is feminine?’ said Marcello, who had taken off the tights and joined her
on the bed.
‘A codpiece. Una brachetta.’
‘I don’t understand.’
‘You don’t have to. She pulled off her singlet and tossed it in the air. ‘This is
feminine! And this,’ she said, tugging at his jumper, ‘is masculine! That’s all that
matters.’

*

Later, they lay in bed listening to the ‘chss chss chss’of the woodworms steadily
munching their way through the old chestnut beams of the farmhouse.
‘Do they worry you?’ asked Katherine. ‘Could the house fall down?’
Marcello laughed as he put his ear to the wall to locate the munching sound.
‘My father and I, we will go to the farmacia, we will buy a syringe and we will
squirt poison into the wood. Then, arrivederci ai tarli!’
‘Why arrivederci?’
‘They always come back.’
‘Oh dear.’
‘Ah!’ said Marcello dreamily, ‘but first come the beetles, and they are very
beautiful. They have long antenne,’ he said, stretching out his arms, tickling her face
and neck with his fingers, ‘meravigliose antenne. The beetles, they are molto eleganti.’
‘Caro,’ she said, catching his fingers, ‘you are a true scientist.’
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*

It was as a scientist, in a white coat, that Katherine had first met Marcello. She
was working with the Professor who was burrowing away in the library of a
Renaissance Villa searching for evidence to prove his interpretation of some fading and
peeling frescoes he had discovered. As far as Katherine was concerned, they were
beyond interpretation, but it was keeping him busy.
She crept out of the library and hurried along the pebbled paths of the formal
gardens (which, she thought, looked as though they could do with a good watering), to
where she had seen a group of farm buildings. Suddenly there were no clipped
cypresses, or pruned lemon trees in ornate terracotta pots, and the few statues she
passed were headless or worn away to unrecognizable grey shapes. Hens scurried away
as she walked through dry grass towards a long, stone barn, where, she sensed, there
was an atmosphere of excitement. There were cars pulled up outside, a group of men,
deep in conversation, stood at the entrance, and a smiling, brown faced woman, in a
headscarf and gum boots, stood holding a bucket and waving to her.
‘Signora!’ she called, ‘Lei arriva giusto in tempo per vedere la fecondazione
artificiale,’ and taking her by the hand she led her to the doorway of the barn.
The huge, cathedral-like barn appeared to be lit, like a theatre set, with beams of
golden sunlight reflecting from the yellow stone walls and highlighting the flanks of the
long line of brown cows who stood, heads down, contentedly munching on their
bundles of hay. The smells were wonderful. The sweat and breath of the animals, old
leather, hay, fresh dung and straw, mixed with the sweet smell of the fresh milk in the
bucket. As she stood, sniffing the air, it seemed to her that everything she had been
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trained to observe and appreciate - light, colour, form, and space- was, in this heady
atmosphere, more awe inspiring than the great dome of the Florence Cathedral, more
intensely satisfying than any of the great paintings she had seen. The group of men, in
their dark clothes, silhouetted against the golden light, made easily recognizable
gestures, like shadow puppets, turning together to look at a particular cow, nodding in
agreement, and checking their watches. They were waiting for whatever it was she had
arrived just in time to see. ‘What’s happening?’ she thought.
‘Che succede?’ she asked the woman with the bucket.
‘Eccolo!’ the woman replied, pointing to the far end of the barn. ‘Il veterinario,’
she added, deferentially.
And there stood Marcello, framed in the doorway, in a white coat, holding what
appeared to be a large thermos flask.
Like courtiers the men stood and waited for him, while he walked the length of
the barn, taking slow, dignified steps along the dung splattered flagstones. ‘Who do they
think I am?’ thought Katherine, not daring to move, as she watched him come into
focus through the beams of sunlight shining on his serious face, set in a mop of wild,
black, curly hair. There was a round of handshaking, more nods in the direction of the
cow. Marcello said ‘Buon giorno,’ to the woman and turned to Katherine.
‘Non parlo italiano,’ she said, before he had time to speak. He smiled, there was
a pause, and the men looked at her.
‘Scusi,’ said Katherine, ‘sono Caterina, sono Australiana, e non parlo italiano.’
‘There is no need to be sorry,’ said Marcello in precise English. ‘You have come
to watch the artificial insemination?’
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‘Oh, yes, please,’ she said, feeling foolish. ‘Thank you very much. Grazie
mille.’
‘Prego,’ he said with exaggerated courtesy. Beckoning Katherine and the
woman to follow, he joined the group of men who had moved to stand behind the
chosen cow. He opened a sealed packet of long rubber gloves, he pulled and stretched
them onto his hands, gently flexing his long fingers while the men adopted more serious
expressions, one, standing to attention, guarding the thermos flask, while the other
dabbed away with a ball of cotton wool under the cow’s tail. Marcello’s manner was
purposeful and cool; even the air seemed to have been momentarily filtered, and
sterilized. He stood, intense and silent, like an actor waiting in the wings, and, worried
that she might come out with one of her nervous laughs, Katherine turned away from
him, fixing her eyes firmly on the backside of the cow, who was still contentedly
chewing her hay. Suddenly she saw Marcello grab the cow’s tail, lift it straight in the air
and insert his arm gently into the animal’s womb. ‘It must be her womb,’ thought
Katherine, flinching (unlike the cow who seemed quite unperturbed), ‘he’s right in
there, almost up to his elbow.’ She turned away to find she was facing Marcello, who,
while obviously concentrating on whatever it was he was investigating inside the cow,
was gazing steadily at her. How appropriate, she thought, he has eyes like a cow, only
richer, deeper, and not at all soulful. She stood transfixed, unable to move her eyes or
her feet, aware that her own body, in sympathy with the cow, was quivering inside. She
was sweating, her face flushed and taking a deep breath she was almost overcome by
the smells, which rose again, stronger than ever. Marcello withdrew his hand, ripped off
the soiled rubber glove, replaced it with a clean one, and nodded to the man who stood
with the thermos flask.
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‘Lo sperma,’ the woman whispered to Katherine.
Katherine nodded, afraid to open her mouth, feeling certain that any sound she
made would echo and reverberate from the rafters. She took a few small steps
backwards (willing Marcello not to turn around), slipped on the flagstones, only
managing to save herself from falling by clutching at the flank of a cow, and ran to the
doorway.
Out in the fresh air and the sharp sunlight she leant against the warm stone wall
of the barn and wiped her hands on her skirt. ‘Something has happened,’ she said to
herself, feeling the warm sweat of the cow through the thin material. Hitching up her
skirt she ran through the long grass, laughing and chasing the hens like a naughty child.

The Professor seemed not to have noticed Katherine’s absence, only
commenting on a rather unpleasant smell in the library.
‘We need some fresh air,’ she said, hurriedly opening the door and putting her
shoes outside.
‘My dear girl, you do look hot,’ he said, looking up from his books. ‘Why don’t
you take a break and stroll around the gardens. You can type my notes up for me
tonight.’
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Katherine sat and stared at the huge, stone fireplace while he began slowly
pacing up and down the length of the library, his hands clasped behind his back,
addressing an imaginary audience on the metamorphoses of the Gods.
‘These glorious frescoes of Giulio Romano,’ he declaimed, his voice rising in a
crescendo, ‘depict the bestial loves! Olympia seduced by Jupiter in the guise of
serpent! Pasiphae entering the false cow in which she will mate with the bull!
Aware that she was going red in the face Katherine picked up the Professor’s
straw hat to fan herself, and feigned an interest in the large, illustrated book on the
table. It lay open at a page glowing with splendid colours and overwhelmingly crowded
with voluptuous, naked figures. She discovered an abundance of naked lovers, some
bathing together in a grotto, attended by little fat-bottomed cupids with golden wings,
while others, in the company of Bacchus and drunken satyrs, lounged at a long banquet
table surrounded by goats, elephants, camels, and overweight water gods. Her heart was
racing; so much so that she feared the Professor, who had paused to look over her
shoulder, might hear it.
‘Ah!’ he said approvingly, ‘you have found La Sala di Amore e Psiche.
Tomorrow in Mantova you will see it in situ at the Palazzo Te.
Katherine ignored him. She was intent on a beautiful, naked Apollo. She saw
him, not in the setting of the fantastic landscapes and the gilded columns of the Palazzo
Te, but standing on the slippery flagstones of the barn, surrounded by cows.
‘The Palazzo,’ the Professor continued, ‘was miraculously converted from a
humble stud farm and stables.’
Katherine shut the book and glared at him.
‘I feel sick,’ she said.
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‘Dear me,’ said the professor, annoyed at being interrupted. ‘You really should
try to practice your Italian. ‘Non sto bene.’
‘I’m sick of it,’ Katherine shouted.
‘Non ne posso pìu,’ he said, impressed by his own patience.
‘Non ne posso pìu to you!’ she yelled back at him.
The professor gave her one of his tolerant smiles.
‘High art can at times be overwhelming.’
‘Fuck art!’ said Katherine. She walked out and slammed the door.

*

Doors had been slammed in the professor’s face before and he had never
understood why. Women remained one of the great mysteries of his life.
‘Troppo impressionabile,' he muttered to himself as he sat in the fading light
idly turning the pages of the book. Gazing dispassionately at the naked, rosy figures of
Cupid and Psyche reclining on their golden bed with their daughter Voluptuousness, he
tried with little success to recall past moments of passion. He gave a few moments
thought to his two ex-wives, but any details escaped him. Taking out his Mont Blanc
fountain pen and his notebook he decided to exercise his brain, by attempting to list the
names of his grandchildren.
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The next morning neither of them commented on the events in the library.
Before leaving for Mantua, they sat silently drinking coffee at the bar, where Katherine
handed the Professor the notebook he had left in the bathroom at the pensione. He
looked old and crumpled (he had not dared to ask her to iron a shirt), and after a while
she even made some attempt to discuss the relationship between art and life but she
knew he was not listening. In fact, he was paying more attention to her than usual. Over
the years he had taken little notice of his research assistants, but Katherine was
different. For one thing she had been so excited about coming to Italy, claiming that she
had always wanted to learn the beautiful Italian language. But her accent was
deplorable. He realized that he had begun to develop a fatherly (or was it
grandfatherly?) fondness for her. She sat slumped in the chair, wearing a T shirt and
shorts, with her long brown legs stretched out in what, he decided, must be an
Australian manner. Her shoes were filthy. Perhaps they were the source of the
disagreeable smell that he seemed to vaguely remember. Colonials are different, he
thought, pondering on what it could be like to have been brought up so far away from
the heart of civilization. His mind wandered on images of kangaroos, eucalyptus trees
(he had seen them lining the autostrada in Sicily), and the very odd Australian paintings
Katherine had once shown him in a book she carried with her: serpents, and turtles, and
extraordinary arrangements of multi colored dots. Perhaps there was more to them?
‘Chissà?’ he said, aloud.
‘What’s that?’ Katherine asked irritably.
‘Who knows?’
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‘Who knows what?’
‘Niente.’
‘Nothing! I know that. Nothing!’
He noticed that her eyes were puffy.
‘Have you been crying?’ he asked tentatively.
‘Of course I’ve been crying. All night! Could we have some more coffee?’
‘Certo,’ he replied, suddenly aware of how lonely it would be travelling alone,
and how much he depended on her. Could it have been Giulio Romano?
‘I keep forgetting things,’ he said despondently, looking for his money purse.
‘Don’t worry,’ said Katherine, ‘I owe you one.’

*

Katherine’s behaviour during the three days they spent at the Palazzo Te was
exemplary. She good-naturedly did all the things she had previously objected to, taking
some pride in making sure his jacket was unwrinkled, that he wore matching socks, and
hit on a compromise regarding his shirts by taking them to the laundry. She steeled
herself before their visits to the Sala di Amore e Psiche, insisting that every morning as
they walked through the town on their way to the palazzo they visited San Andrea to see
The Crucifixion and The Finding of the Sacred Blood.
‘As an antidote,’ she explained to the professor, ‘after all, our friend Giulio did
the drawings and he is buried here.’
The Professor had no idea what she meant and had little regard for the religious
frescoes but enjoyed resting in the cool, sombre church. Even with his own highly
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developed, analytical attitude, the mere splendour of Giulio Romano’s extravagant
imagination could, at times, be exhausting.
Standing in the Appartamento delle Metamorfosi, Katherine watched him
impassively studying a tangle of naked limbs and interlocking bodies. Poker-faced, she
followed him, coolly taking notes as he dictated his thoughts in a whisper. Occasionally
she escaped to walk around the great building, so sensible and sturdy from the outside,
and to sit on the bridge spanning the fishponds and shake out the hot, white pebbles
caught in her sandals. She had abandoned her smelly shoes, leaving them under her bed
in the pensione. Other decisions, she thought, are not so easy.
On the third day she decided to explore the Sala dei Cavalli, a room that held no
interest for the professor. She stepped into what was really a large hall and found herself
surrounded by four portraits of horses looking at her with one eye as though she had
caught them stepping out of their painted frames. For that was how Giulio Romano had
painted them. They were both naturalistic and flamboyantly false and appeared to be
balancing on an illusionary narrow ledge between two classical columns painted on the
wall. Four wonderful, noble horses, once the pride of the Gonzaga’s stables: Battalion,
Dario, Morel Favourito, and Glorioso, and there, standing in front of Glorioso, was il
veterinario.

*

He turned around and saw Katherine, who had recognized him instantly and was
heading for the doorway.
‘Aspetta!’ he called. ‘Hello!’
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She stopped as he approached her.
‘Caterina,’ he said smiling, ‘la australiana.’
‘You remember me?’ Katherine asked, in a voice she did not recognize as her
own.
‘Ti ricordo molto bene,’ he replied.
He’s laughing at me, she thought.
‘I remember you very well,’ he repeated in English, smiling more than ever.
‘I understood,’ she said defensively.
‘Bene.’
‘But not much else. Un pò.’
‘Un po is enough.’
Enough for what, she was going to say but decided against it.
‘My name is Marcello,’ he said, ‘Marcello Tellini.’
‘Il veterinario,’ said Katherine laughing. ‘Is that why you are here with the
horses?’
‘Sì! You think it is amusing?’
‘Oh no!’ she answered quickly. ‘It’s just that, well, you know, a vet, and
animals, horses and …’
‘Cows?’
‘Of course,’ she said. ‘Cows.’
They stood looking at each other. He raised his hand to the back of his head,
running his fingers through his hair, while Katherine shifted her weight from one foot to
the other.
‘Would you like to see the fishponds?’ she asked.
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*

It was there the Professor found them. He stood in the wide archway of the
loggia, blinking his eyes to adjust to the sunlight, observing them. Katherine was
dangling her bare legs over the bridge while Marcello lay, stretched out, resting on one
elbow, his head turned towards her. Set against the background of the severe, neoclassical architecture, they looked very beautiful. Some weeks later, when he was
traveling alone, Il Professore realized that in this brief moment lay the beginnings of,
what he liked to think of as, his rivitalizzazione.
Deciding to leave them in peace he wandered off to the book store. He had been
looking forward to telling Katherine that the building once housed the hydraulic
machinery used to operate the fountains and to keep the water circulating through the
fishponds. Now, he had noticed, the water was green and murky.
‘There are no fish,’ Katherine was saying to Marcello.
‘Not one’, he replied, picking up some white pebbles and throwing them one by
one into the pond.
‘You’ll get into trouble.’ she said. ‘I did.’
He skimmed the last stone across the water. ‘I don’t care, I am on holiday.’
‘You are different without your white coat,’ she said.
‘I am,’ he replied, pulling her to her feet. ‘Andiamo! It’s time to introduce me to
your Professor.’

*
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It did not take long for the Professor to realize that he might need to find a new
research assistant. Out of politeness he had offered to act as a guide to Dottor Trellini
(Marcello had insisted on his professional title for the introduction), pointing out some
of the more erudite details and classical illusions in the Sala delle Metamorfosi.
Katherine, he noted, showed none of the cool detachment she had adopted over the last
three days, using every opportunity to stand unnecessarily close to the young man,
tugging at his sleeve, and touching his arm, while interrupting with her own, lively
interpretations.
That night the Professor dined alone in the pensione.
‘I’m busy tonight,’ Katherine had said, too casually, ‘see you later,’ and with
that she had rushed up to her room. He sat in the large, old-fashioned, high-ceilinged
dining room, surrounded by empty tables set with starched, white tablecloths, staring at
his plate of grey, mushy risotto. As he searched half-heartedly with his fork for the
promised pieces of funghi, he heard the tip-tap of Katherine’s shoes on the stairs. She
must be dressed up, he thought, dressed up to go out for a good time, for fun. He pushed
his plate away, and poured another glass of wine. ‘Per divertimento,’ he said to himself,
realizing that, although he knew expressions in two languages, he had no recollection of
the experience. I should do something about it, he thought, pulling down the sleeve of
his jacket to hide his shirt cuff with the missing button, and I will have to buy one of
those handy sewing kits. Finishing his glass of wine he poured another, crumbled the
bread between his fingers, made patterns on the tablecloth with the wooden toothpicks
and wondered about the standard of the crème caramel, the only offering for dessert.
For a moment he considered taking a walk through the town. But what if he should
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bump into them? He was sure she was with that nice young Dottore Trellini. That would
never do. Besides, according to the woman on the desk, Mantova at night was bell’e
morta, as dead as a doornail.
Back in his room overlooking the small square in front of the Ducal Palace of
the Gonzagas he tried to imagine the successful, young Giuilo Romano arriving there
from Rome; to paint in the modern manner, to make radical changes in the artistic
language of Northern Italy, to turn Mantova into the ‘new Rome.’ Giuilo was a ‘noble
genius’ according to the Gonzaga Prince, a ‘trendy’ Katherine had said, and she was, in
her own way, quite right. Perhaps I should take a trip to Rome, he thought, to catch up
with things. Had there not been a time when he had been up there in the vanguard,
sticking his neck out with the best of them?
He sat on the edge of the bed to take off his shoes and tried to remember the
name of the trattoria in Rome where he had sat with his friends, night after night,
discussing politics and art. But it was certainly not a matter of being fashionable or
trendy, he thought. So many of them, haunted and obsessed by images of the war, were
still surprised at finding themselves alive. He could almost feel the elbow of his friend,
Carlo, digging him in the ribs, drawing his attention to the latest, daring graffiti drawn
in the condensation on the window.
He opened the window and looked out on the silent, empty square, seeing it, in
his mind, through a fog of steam and tobacco smoke; hearing the hiss of a
malfunctioning coffee machine, and the clatter of thick, white plates.
‘Buona notte!’ he called to a cat who appeared from nowhere, walking
purposefully across the square. Pleased at the sound of his own voice he closed the
window and decided to sort through his socks. He rummaged through his suitcase to
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find the odd ones, and those with holes in the toes, and threw them all into the wastepaper basket.
It was the Professor’s habit at night to lie in bed, forming stylish sentences in his
head, rearranging his phrases and punctuation until he drifted to sleep. That night, all he
could think of was the hatstand near the doorway of the Roman trattoria; an old,
bentwood hatstand, with curled branches, that leant precariously under the weight of a
miscellaneous collection of coats, hats and scarves (including his own second-hand,
tweed overcoat, with its subtle flecks of red, green, and brown, that had earned him the
nickname of Elegantone). Old leather jackets, trench coats, and the occasional fur
(anyone was made welcome) hung alongside the threadbare, corduroy jacket of his
friend, Marco, the anarchist, or the jacket, with stripes down the sleeves, worn by the
retired champion cyclist, who after a few glasses of wine would stand on a chair to
quote long passages from Il Paradiso. Perched on the top were the women’s hats. Hats
with broad, corded ribbons, or feathers, and one in particular, a faded, red fedora with a
drooping rim, belonging to …. Who? The young woman who cried every night for her
dead brother. The young woman who was clever and poor and very beautiful.
‘Vittoria!’ he said, as soon as he opened in eyes the next morning, and he went
down to breakfast immensely pleased with himself for remembering.
Katherine was waiting for him at the table. At first she was quiet, then noticing
that he seemed to be constantly smiling at her, she talked too much, and asked too many
questions about the history of Mantua without listening to his answers.
He decided to have a second cup of coffee before helping her.
‘Do you mind if I smoke?’ she asked, pulling a squashed packet of cheap, Italian
cigarettes and a lighter from the hip pocket of her jeans.
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‘Not at all,’ he replied, taking the packet from her hand. He shook out a bent
cigarette, lit it with a flourish and sat without speaking, his eyes half closed, smarting
from the cigarette smoke.
‘The train leaves at four thirty,’ he said eventually, ‘but perhaps there is
something you want to tell me?’
They sat in silence. The Professor leant back in his chair, his legs crossed,
playing with a variety of smoking gestures, while Katherine folded and unfolded her
table napkin.
Suddenly he sat upright.
‘Il Falco Giallo!’ he exclaimed, ‘Via Del Travertino, Roma! Next door to a
shoe shop.’
‘Really.’
‘Bomb damaged, probably no longer there, but then, of course, one can never be
sure.’
‘Never,’ said Katherine, thinking what a silly old man he was and how she
would never find the right moment for her well rehearsed speech.
‘I am thinking of visiting Rome,’ he said.
‘Rome!’
‘And then, perhaps Naples.’
‘But I thought …’
‘My dear girl,’ the professor interrupted, ‘is that charming young Doctor Trellini
still in town?’
‘He is,’ Katherine answered softly, and then with a hint of defiance. ‘He is
waiting outside.’
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‘As I thought,’ he said. ‘Well, Katherine, you are free to do as you please.’
Katherine was caught off guard. ‘I don’t understand,’ she said.
‘It is not difficult,’ he said. ‘You may do what pleases you.’
‘You mean I can leave?’
‘With my blessing.’
‘You don’t mind?’
‘I will miss you, but after all,’ he paused in anticipation of relishing his prepared
cliché, ‘it is what makes the world go round.’
Katherine jumped up, pulled him to his feet, knocking the cigarette out of his
hand, and hugged him. She thanked him, again and again, sang the praises of the
wonderful Giulio Romano, the Italian Renaissance, the Professor’s scholarship, and
promised to practice her Italian by keeping in touch through email, which, she assured
him, was extremely cheap and practical and, if he didn’t mind her saying so, would help
him keep up with the times. Her departure was delayed by having to explain the concept
of internet cafés, and finally, after thinking up an email address for him, and writing it
in her large scrawling letters on the back of the menu, she kissed him on both cheeks
and left.
The Professor stayed for a while, bemused by the strange combination of words
and symbols which he copied into his notebook in his neat, spider-web handwriting –
browncow@interspace.com. Seeing the waitress approaching he placed his coffee cup
over the ink stain his fountain pen had made on the tablecloth and decided to go for a
walk.
He strolled twice around the block, looked in the shop windows and thought
about buying a new shirt and having his hair cut. He sat in the park with the
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grandmothers and their grandchildren, and became the centre of attention when he made
a boat from twigs and leaves, which was launched with great success in the pond at the
base of the fountain.
‘Bravo! Bravo!’ the children cried, as they fished out the plastic bags and
rubbish that threatened to hinder its journey through the dirty water.
‘Grazie, signore’, said the grandmothers, beaming at him - although one shook
her head sadly when she noticed his frayed cuffs, and unpolished shoes.
‘Ciao!’ the children called after him, as he crossed the park to the café where he
had noticed a group of men playing cards. He hovered discreetly near their table, and
eventually was invited to join them. To his surprise he easily remembered the rules of
the card game as well as many vulgar Italian expressions, which, he thought, in the
circumstances were the only appropriate way of expressing oneself.
‘A domani!’ they called to him as he left.
He shrugged off the thought of tomorrow and spent the rest of the morning
sitting companionably in the sun, on the steps of San Andrea with a group of boys (who
should have been at school) and chatting to anyone who was willing to pass the time of
day.
When he returned to the pensione, a small parcel from Katherine was waiting for
him at the desk. Inside was her book of Australian paintings, a docket for the laundry,
and a note, in English, from Doctor Trellini.
Dear Professore Della Piccola
I write in English for the benefit of your assistant Caterina who
wishes to be sure that she understands what it is that I say. It is best
to be frank. Inspired by Giulio Romano’s erotic and sensual works
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of art I have invited Caterina to spend some time with me at the farm
of my parents. Please forgive me for any inconvenience her
departure may cause to you. I thank you from the heart sincerely for
your understanding.
Con cordiali saluti
Dott. Marcello Trellini.
Postscritto
It occurs to me that before departing from Mantova, as a scholar,
you may be interested in seeing the original fifteenth century
manuscript of the veterinario Zanino Ottolengo, which may be found
in the Fondazione D’Arco. It is entitled ‘On the Sickness of Horses.’
Instead, the Professor chose to visit the Sala dei Cavalli. He spent some time in
the room of the painted horses before leaving to pack his bags and catch the first train
out of Mantova.

*
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TWELVE

The late afternoon, summer thunderstorm broke just as Mrs. Ellis was stealing the
postcard from Nelly’s post box. Startled by the loud clap of thunder, she hesitated, and
quickly tucked it down the front of her blouse as the first, heavy drops of rain fell. It
was not a matter of guilt, after all she had conscientiously written, ‘NOT KNOWN AT
THIS ADDRESS’, in large, red letters on any mail that had arrived, and taken it to the post
office. But there was no sense in letting a postcard get wet. What’s more, she thought,
that Nelly’s put me to a lot of trouble, and as for that family of hers, all over you one
minute, asking questions, poking their noses in to other people’s business, then not so
much as a phone call.
‘Find yourself a worm!’ she snapped at the currawong who had flown in for his
dog biscuits, and hurried in out of the rain.
Using a clean tea towel, she carefully dabbed at the few drops of rain on the
postcard, and sat down at the kitchen table to examine it in detail. It’s just as beautiful
as my other one, she thought, only the man is more, what you might call, normal. Not
that’s it’s normal to lie around stark naked with a woman on a couch, out in the country,
with servants and little babies with wings offering you things, but he’s certainly not
over-endowed like that other one. She gazed fondly at her prize postcard of the serpenttailed Neptune seducing Olympia and then, chuckling to herself, scrabbled around in the
kitchen drawer, looking for the blu tack. At first, she tried making a space on the
refrigerator door by rearranging her fridge magnets, and then decided they had to go.
Ruins the effect, she thought. Why Graham keeps bringing me back these silly things,
I’ll never know. Much good if you’ve never been there to see them. She pulled off the
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Big Pineapple, the Big Banana, and the Big Prawn, and dropped them, one by one, into
the rubbish bin.
After giving the refrigerator door a spray and a wipe over with the tea towel, she
carefully stuck on the postcard and found she had not noticed the small figures in the
background. She peered at the group of strange looking men with animal’s legs,
including one who seemed to be straddling a goat. ‘Well I never,’ she said to herself,
and decided to ignore them for the time being to concentrate on the nicer bits while she
sat down with a cup of tea.
She had read the one line of writing on the back of the postcard.
‘Dear Nelly, wish you were here! love Katherine.’
Well, she would have been completely out of place, she thought, smiling to
herself, as she sat, drinking her tea and listening to the rain.
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THIRTEEN

The morning after the Serenata Musicale Gianna woke before daybreak and hurried
downstairs to add up the takings and subtract the expenditures. She sniffed at the stale
left-over smells of last night’s success and smiled as she sat on her stool behind the bar
to watch the sun struggling through the bare chestnut trees. After locking the money
away in Roberto’s gun cupboard she opened the front door of the Albergo and went
outside to stand, yawning and stretching, in a thin patch of sunlight. It was a clear,
bright winter morning with no wind from the mountains and only a faint smudge of mist
hung in the deepest corner of the valley. The mist vanished as she bent down to pick up
the cat, stroking him, whispering sweet sums of money in his ear, and quite forgetting
that it was Sunday morning until the church bells began to ring.
‘Grazie a Dio!’ she exclaimed, dropping the cat. ‘Grazie mille!’ Her first
thought was that the bells were ringing to celebrate her artistic and financial success.
She stood, her hands on her hips, gazing upwards and smiled. Looking God straight in
the eye, as she saw it. Gianna’s attitude to the spiritual side of life was easy and
pragmatic. On no account would she pray for help in times of trouble (in her experience
it had never done anyone any good), but she thought it circumspect to be grateful when
things took a dramatic turn for the better. She had thanked God for Roberto, and now, to
have cleared her debts. Well, it was almost a miracle.
Certainly, the sound of the bells echoing across the valley had summoned more
people than usual to Mass. They came clattering down the stone steps from the village,
taking shortcuts across the terraces of olive trees, waving, calling to Gianna as they
made their way up the road past the Albergo, all of them looking forward to discussing
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the events of the previous night, and to find out if there was any truth in the rumours. As
the road narrowed on the approach to the church, a kind of procession was formed. It
was led by the comedian, still in his feathered hat. He walked arm in arm with Adriana,
the pianist, followed by Giuliana, the soprano, teetering in her high heeled shoes as she
clung to the arm of her father, the plumber. Close on their heels old Giovanni walked
briskly, arguing loudly with his wife who lagged behind, looking over her shoulder, in
an attempt to catch the eye of the doctor and his wife. The priest appeared around the
bend on his motor scooter, and veered dangerously across the road to where Gianna
stood.
‘Complimenti! Una bellissima Serenata!’ he shouted as he wheeled in a circle
before zooming up the hill.
Roberto had decided there was enough warmth in the sun to warrant bringing
out the plastic chairs that had been stacked away for the winter. He shooed away the
boys who were clambering all over his nephews’ Harley Davidsons (chained and
padlocked to a tree). After making a half-hearted attempt to clear away the empty wine
bottles he put on his sheepskin vest and and took a bottle of grappa and glasses from
behind the bar.
‘La Domenica è un giorno di riposo,’ he said to Gianna as he went outside to
join the non-church-goers on the terrace. Rugged up, in their coats, hats and scarves, his
young relatives sat smoking, laughing and joking with their friend, Alfio, the opera
singer and Bruno, the communist, who wore, as he did every Sunday, his long red scarf.
The Professor, who had been invited to join them, sat quietly with one eye on the door
of the Albergo. He turned up the collar of his coat and, shivering slightly, tossed down a
glass of grappa. He was waiting for Nelly.
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Earlier Gianna had stood at the foot of Nelly’s bed and delivered Enrico’s
message in broken English and elaborate mime. But Nelly had refused to get up. ‘I want
to be solo!’ she grumbled, burying herself under the bedclothes. She’ll change her mind,
Gianna thought. He is such a charming man, and a Professor into the bargain.
Eventually Nelly forced herself out of bed, and turned the Duke’s portrait to the
wall while she washed in the hand basin and put on her best skirt and cardigan. Dull,
she thought, but appropriate. She had a vague recollection of Enrico helping her up the
stairs after the Serenata and there was every possibility that she had given him the
wrong impression. After taking the headache tablets Gianna had left on the bedside
table and drinking several glasses of water, she turned the Duke’s portrait around, and
went downstairs.
Enrico saw her through the window and hurried inside to the table Gianna had
set in the corner.
‘Good morning Nelly,’ he called across the room as she approached.
‘Buon giorno, Enrico,’ Nelly replied, cool and direct, and pointedly ignored
Gianna who appeared with a broom and was being irritatingly over polite to ‘Il
Professore’, as she insisted on calling him. Enrico drew out the chair for Nelly
(overdoing it, she thought), and they both sat in silence, waiting until Gianna swept the
last squashed pansy from under the table and went off to make the coffee.
Enrico took a small, brown paper bag out of his pocket and handed it to Nelly.
‘Your socks,’ he said, with an amiable smile. Nelly looked at him blankly. ‘You
were kind enough to lend them to me.’
‘Oh!’ said Nelly, taking them out of the paper bag. ‘That was a long time ago,
I’d forgotten all about them.’
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‘They have been washed,’ he said.
‘Thank God for that,’ said Nelly, without stopping to think. ‘It’s really most
thoughtful of you,’ she added quickly. ‘Most people would never have remembered.’
‘I find,’ he said, leaning towards her across the table, ‘when one is traveling
alone, they become a matter of the utmost importance.’
‘Socks?’ Nelly asked, lightly, trying to hit the right note.
‘Yes.’
‘Calzino,’ she said, picking them up, dangling them in the air.
‘Calzini,’ he said, ‘there are more than one.’
‘Usually,’ said Nelly, ‘but not always.’
‘How true,’ he said, looking worried, ‘how very true.’
‘Why are we talking about socks?’ Nelly asked, deciding bluntness was the only
possible way out of the ridiculous conversation. ‘There are many more interesting
things to talk about.’
‘Indeed,’ he replied, with his ‘lower than a mouse look’ that she remembered
from their meeting in Monteriano.
I’ve taken the wind out of his sails, she thought, and then found she could think
of nothing at all to say.
I’ll wait for him, she thought, fools rush in. She folded the socks neatly. She put
them back in the paper bag and waited. He has certainly pulled himself together since
that day at the Tazza d’Oro, she thought, catching a whiff of expensive after-shave, as
she looked him over. Under his coat (not new but well cut) he was wearing a lemon, vnecked pullover (possibly cashmere) and his silk tie was extravagantly patterned with
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brightly colored flowers, although she was almost pleased to see the end hanging out
from under his jumper, ruining the overall effect.
Gianna, who was monitoring the situation from behind the bar, hurried across to
their table with the coffee and bread rolls.
‘Eccoli, Professore!’
‘Grazie.’
‘Prego, Professore.’
Nelly raised her eyebrows.
‘And are you?’ she asked.
‘Am I what, Nelly?’
‘A Professore?
‘Certamente,’ he replied.
‘You did say you were a scholar,’ said Nelly, ‘but a Professor …well, you could
knock me down with a feather!’
Enrico smiled, ‘Una penna.’
‘Not a pen, a feather,’ she said firmly. ‘It’s a saying, meaning I am very
surprised.’
‘You are? And why is that?’
There’s no way out of this one, Nelly thought, and took a large bite out of her
bread roll.
Enrico waited, watching her as she ate.
‘I am very hungry,’ Nelly said, ‘molto,’ as she took another bite.
‘La penna,’ Enrico said, ‘is the Italian word for feather.’
‘It is?’ mumbled Nelly, with her mouth full.
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‘It is also the word for pen.’
‘It wouldn’t surprise me,’ said Nelly, fighting against a sudden memory of the
one and only time she had played scrabble with Amanda Ellis.
‘You are frowning,’ he said.
‘It’s my eyebrows,’ said Nelly, ‘they run in the family.’
‘How interesting,’ he said, ‘in my case it is the nose.’
‘Of course,’ said Nelly, ‘an English nose. I remember now, you had an English
grandmother. My life would be much easier if I’d had an Italian one, I’m having
dreadful trouble with my conjunctive pronouns.’
‘How wonderful,’ he said, looking at her intensely, ‘that you care.’
‘Of course I do,’ she said defensively. ‘I mean, by the time you’ve worked out
which is which, then joined them together, changed the i to an e, well … the moment
has passed, so to speak.’
‘Never!’ he said, thumping the table with his hand, ‘Si prende il toro per le
corna!’
‘Il toro? The bull?’
‘By the horns! Nelly, I want to ask you something.’
‘Fire ahead,’ said Nelly,
‘I will!’ he said, leaning his elbows on the table, and running his fingers through
his hair, looking, thought Nelly with a twinge of indulgence, for all the world, like a
tortured artist. She started on her second bread roll and gave him an encouraging smile.
‘Nelly,’ he said, bending towards her, unaware that the end of his tie was
dangling in his coffee cup, ‘would you consider becoming my research assistant?’
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Nelly snorted. It was not the sound she would have chosen to make, and she did
her best to turn it into a cough.
‘A crumb,’ she said, pulling her handkerchief from her sleeve, spluttering,
‘caught in my throat.’
‘Dear me,’ said Enrico, ‘I will get you some water.’
‘No!’ Nelly said, keeping up the pretence by dabbing at her eyes.
‘You are crying?’
‘Never!’ said Nelly, raising her voice, ‘I never cry! I am laughing. I am
laughing, Enrico, at your ridiculous suggestion. And now, if you’ll excuse me, I will go
back to bed. I am suffering from what I believe is known to the Italians as the after
effects.’
‘I postumi.’
‘If you say so.’
‘In Italian there is no word for hangover.’
‘How negligent.’
‘It was the limoncello. I did warn you.’
‘You did,’ she said. ‘People have a habit of warning me, as they say, for my own
good.’
Snatching up the paper bag, she stood up quickly and after a moment of
blankness discovered herself sitting again, with Enrico waving his hand in front of her
face and calling to Gianna.
‘Do stop that!’ She grabbed at Enrico’s frantically waving hand, only to find that
he clasped hers firmly, refusing to let go.
‘Signora Nelly!’ cried Gianna as she ran from behind the bar.
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‘I am perfectly all right,’ said Nelly, her head spinning, trying, but failing to find
her strong, defiant voice, and only half heartedly attempting to let go of Enrico’s hand.
‘But I am dizzy.’
‘La Signora Nelly ha il capogiro,’ Enrico whispered to Gianna.
‘No! Dizzy!’ said Nelly, suddenly frightened at not understanding the Italian, ‘I
am dizzy!’
‘Troppo eccitamento,’ said Gianna, shaking her head at Enrico as though he was
to blame. ‘Zucchero!’ she exclaimed, ‘Ha bisogno di zucchero!’
‘Sugar,’ said Enrico to Nelly, ‘you need sugar.'
‘Faccio uno zabaglione,’ Gianna said.
‘She will make you a zabaglione,’ said Enrico.
‘Oh be quiet!’ Nelly said. She pulled her hand away from his, and sat up straight
in her chair, ‘I know what zucchero is.’
She was less sure about the zabaglione. To her it meant a rare treat, an exotic,
wine-flavored dessert served in a parfait glass with a long spoon. Now it was being
offered as a kind of medicine.
‘That’s better,’ said Enrico. He picked up the brown paper bag containing the
socks, and placed it deferentially on the table, ‘You have colour in your cheeks.’
‘Don’t fuss,’ said Nelly, ‘and sit down! I can’t bear people hovering over me.’
Enrico sat awkwardly on the edge of his chair, like a hospital visitor, while
Nelly struggled with an array of mixed emotions. She felt foolish, she was ashamed and
angry, she had been rude, he had been presumptuous, then considerate, even kind, and
now it seemed the only possible response was to be polite.
‘Thank you,’ she said.
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‘Not at all,’ he said.
‘There is no need to stay if you would like to go.’
‘I would not like to,’ he said, ‘but …’
He was interrupted by Gianna arriving, with the zabaglione, which to Nelly’s
surprise turned out to be a thick, sticky egg flip made in a cup. Gianna added some
coffee, stirred it vigorously, ordered her to eat it with a spoon, and stood guard over her
until she had finished.
‘Deliziosa!’ said Nelly, at the same moment catching a familiar look in Enrico’s
eye. ‘It’s certainly given me my strength back,’ she thought, deciding to take him on.
‘Or was it delizioso?’ she said, licking the spoon while looking him straight in the eye.
‘There are times when such things are unimportant,’ he replied, with such
accomplished gallantry that Nelly was forced to admit to herself that he had scored a
point.
‘But I would like to know,’ she said, momentarily conceding defeat.
‘O,’ he said. ‘Zabaglione is masculine.’
‘One would never know,’ said Nelly, ‘but Grazie, Professore.’
‘Prego, Signora.’
Gianna was delighted to see Nelly laughing (she had no doubt that it was due to
her mother’s recipe for restorative zabaglione) and hurried outside to tell Roberto the
latest developments.
There was a pause after the laughter and Nelly found that she was not at all certain
of her next move. Things had got in the way. The dizzy spell was most unfortunate and
speaking English was a great disadvantage. No escape there.
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‘I was hasty,’ she eventually said, ‘too hasty, but it was the silliest thing anyone
has said to me in a long time.’
‘And why is that?’
‘It was presumptuous.’
‘I fail to see why.’
‘You know nothing about me.’
‘That’s what makes it so interesting,’ he said, enjoying himself, discovering a
whole range of old tricks up his sleeve. They had worked in the past, and now, who
knows?
‘What’s more, I can’t type.’
‘That would not be necessary,’ he said.
Nelly thought of all the years she had spent in the typing pool and was surprised
at how easily she had lied. But why admit to being able to do something she had never
wanted to do in the first place? Her well-rehearsed roles were proving to be quite
inadequate, and she could barely remember when she had first put on her protective
armour emblazoned with her crest, ‘Once bitten, twice shy.’ I have no experience with
this sort of thing, she thought, one can hardly count the occasional risqué joke in the
fruit shop with Pino’s grandfather, and as for being a research assistant. She certainly
wasn’t going to mention her age. I’ll find a way, she thought, to finish this off.
‘You are a Professor of art?’ she asked,
‘Fine art,’ he replied.
‘That would account for your tie,’ she said tartly.
But he seemed to be pleased. ‘It is my beautiful tie,’ he replied, ‘kept for special
occasions.’
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There seemed little point in telling him about the coffee stain, as she had
planned. He was too vulnerable, too like her old spaniel lying on his back with his feet
in the air. She decided to exit graciously.
‘Well, Professore,’ she said, with only a faint suggestion of mockery, ‘it has
been a pleasure catching up with you. I don’t suppose I will be seeing you again before
you leave.’ She stood, holding out her hand.
To Nelly’s surprise, he remained seated.
‘Oh, but I’m not leaving, ‘he said. ‘I have taken a great liking to Ponteremo.’
Nelly was furious. She quickly withdrew her outstretched hand and brushed away an
imaginary fly.
‘Fancy that!’ she said.
But he was not listening. He appeared to be searching for something, patting at
the pockets of his coat.
‘Fancy that!’ she repeated, exaggerating the rising inflection, ridiculing the
expression, if only for her own benefit. It was, she remembered, Amanda Ellis’s
favourite response to the worst excesses of human behaviour. Hardly appropriate, she
thought, as she turned away, but interesting that it should spring to mind.
Watching Nelly slowly climb the stairs to her room Enrico wondered if he had
been unkind, or perhaps had even made a tactical error by not offering to escort Nelly to
her room. But she would have refused, no doubt about that. He shifted uneasily in his
chair, observing the way the material of his trousers clung to his bony knees, and then,
to cheer himself up, hitched up his trouser leg, and admired the turn of his ankle in his
only remaining pair of fine woollen socks. Like the tie they were kept for special
occasions. ‘Maledizione,’ he muttered, realizing he had forgotten to polish his shoes.
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With some effort, they could be buffed to a light, golden brown, similar to the colour of
those odd marks on Nelly’s hands and arms. Even young Katherine, he remembered,
had a splattering of these strange Australian sun marks on her arms and face. The harsh
climate, he thought, although he was aware of some other connection, a look in the eye,
a spirit of adventure. He recalled the way Katherine had sat, slouching, her strong,
brown legs spread awkwardly, and Nelly’s frail, loose-fleshed arms stretched out to her
audience at the climax of her song. After years of devotion to the study of beauty, to the
idealized figures of the Renaissance, it might be liberating to accept the frailties and
realities of the human body. It occurred to him that Katherine’s cigarette lighter, the one
he had picked up from the café table in Mantova so many months ago, and the
bedraggled cigarette wrapped carefully in a piece of note paper, were in the inside
pocket of his jacket. Perhaps, he thought, poking back the loose tobacco with the tip of
his fountain pen, this is the moment I have been saving it for, and with a sense of
contented optimism, he sat smoking and planning his next move.

*

Upstairs in her room, Nelly took off her shoes and lay on the bed facing the
portrait of the Duke. A ray of sunlight, shining through the half closed shutters,
reflected the rosy color of his hat onto his face, giving Federico, it seemed to Nelly, an
air of benevolence.
‘My dear Duke,’ she said, ‘I’m sure you would agree that any man who is so
preoccupied with socks is obviously looking for more than a secretary. What’s more, I
strongly suspect that he has no idea how to iron a shirt. But of course,’ she said, as she
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pulled up the bed cover and wriggled out of her stockings, ‘at his age, any funny
business would have been out of the question.’
She wondered how old the Duke had been when his portrait was painted and
noticed for the first time the beginnings of a double chin under his strong jaw. But
surely it was the Duke’s extravagant physical shortcomings that so appealed to her.
Hadn’t that husband of hers been a beautiful young man? But underneath the good
looks and the superficial prattle he had a mind like a weasel. She smiled to herself,
pleased with the simile and then tried to imagine a portrait of Enrico. It would need to
be full length, she decided, with an emphasis on the long arms and legs. The Duke, she
observed, had probably been quite short, judging by the look of his narrow shoulders.
The room darkened suddenly as a gust of cold wind rattled the shutters. Nelly
pulled the bedcovers up to her chin and listened to the sound of the men’s laughter
floating up from the terrace as the Duke’s face faded into the shadows.

*
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FOURTEEN

In Florence a wind was blowing through the colonnades outside the Uffizi Gallery.
There was a great deal of grumbling, turning up of coat collars and stamping of cold
feet by the tourists waiting in a long queue for the doors to open. The vendors at the
souvenir stalls tightened the canvas coverings and anchored down their art prints and
maps of Florence.
Trying to protect her new hairstyle Jenny had found a temporary wind break
behind a tall, broad shouldered man who was becomingly increasingly bad tempered as
the queue appeared to be growing longer from the front rather than the back.
‘Bloody Italians,’ he muttered to himself, in an Australian accent. Jenny decided
to keep quiet. She had no desire for one of those tourist conversations that went
nowhere. Mind you he had a point. When she had first seen the length of the queue she
was tempted to buy some postcards and pretend she had made the obligatory pilgrimage
to the Uffizi. Who would ever know? But she was so pleased with herself in her long
scarlet overcoat and fur-lined boots that she had decided to get it over and done with.
She would look on it as a pointless but necessary duty, rather like those ten-minute
papers Philip delivered at conferences as a way of getting himself within striking
distance of where he really wanted to go. She gave him a moment’s thought, trying to
visualize him sweating under a tropical sun, wearing nothing except his old khaki
shorts. All she could come up with was an image of John the Baptist, hairy and
emaciated in the desert. It made some kind of sense. Philip often came home with a
long, straggly beard but she had always thought of it as an anthropologist’s affectation.
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She felt pleased with herself for having made such erudite connections; less so
when she imagined him standing in a large cooking pot on a flaming fire, surrounded by
jeering devils with long toasting forks. Perhaps, she thought, this time he won’t come
home at all. Her mind had wandered to the grim images of the Damned she had seen
yesterday on the dome of the Baptistery. Rubbing the back of her neck (still sore as a
result of all the stretching and craning), she turned her attention to the display copies of
the more cheerful Botticelli calendars. The bare-footed goddesses treading on carpets of
spring flowers, and naked Venuses rising from the sea looked so vulnerable flapping in
the wind that it made her shiver just to look at them. Moving further to the lee side of
the tall man, she comforted herself by wriggling her fingers inside the soft lambswool
lining of her new kid gloves.

*

It was exactly one week since Jenny had arrived in Florence, only to discover
that she seemed to be immune to the ‘fatal charm of Italy’. Babs’ recommended cheap
albergo, in a fifteenth-century building, tucked away in a small courtyard behind the
Duomo, had been discovered by fresh faced, up-market young backpackers. Their loud,
cheerful voices drowned any faint whisperings of ghosts of the past. She had read all the
books on Babs’ and Helen’s reading list, skimmed Jim’s texts on Italian art, and was
prepared to follow everyone’s well-intentioned advice. This included wearing her
normal clothes with no obvious tourist accoutrements: bum bags, joggers, foldable hats
and fleecy, quick drying mountaineering gear. She ventured beyond the most famous
sights. She wandered down the side streets and alleys never putting a foot in a restaurant
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or trattoria that had a tourist menu. Confronted with the problem that every male
bronze statue she came across was either out of reach or surrounded by railings, she did
her best by dipping her fingers in the water dribbling from the mouth of the bronze pig
at the Straw Market to polish his snout. She stood in dark churches staring at wonderful
(she had to admit they were wonderful) paintings of the Annunciation, the Nativity, the
Adoration of the Magi, and felt slightly sickened by the crucifixions and tortured saints.
She sent an abundance of postcards to Babs and Helen, Jim and Harry and even one to
Mrs. Ellis (thinking it wise to keep in touch), and after re-reading one of the more
romantic scenes in Helen’s favourite Edwardian novel set in Florence, she rose very
early one morning to stand alone on the Ponte Santa Trinità, gazing pensively at the
murky green Arno.
Unlike the heroine, who had found herself in Santa Croce without a guidebook,
she never went near a church without her Blue Guide and tried to learn the basics of
church architecture, although she still hesitated over the apse and nave. Confused
snippets of Katherine’s essays on the Renaissance (she had checked them for spelling
mistakes) ran through her head and she felt obliged to please Jim by seeing everything
that he so obviously wanted to see for himself.
One morning she crossed the Ponte Vecchio to a small gloomy church to see
Pontormo’s Deposition - the painting that Jim had assured her would be a life-changing
experience. She found it completely revolting. The bloodless figure of Christ was
supported by a young man whose head was twisted awkwardly, his eyes staring at her
as though he was daring her to comment on his receding golden curls, and his
inappropriate, yellow, taffeta loincloth. The worst thing was that his torso was a
blotchy, lolly pink, a colour she could only associate with her most unsuccessful

TRAVELLING with the DUKE

152

attempts at decorating the children’s birthday cakes after she had added a few drops of
cochineal to the white icing. She took a post card (for Jim), derived some pleasure by
not putting quite enough money in the box to pay for it, and hurried out into the fresh
air.
On the steps of the church a flock of pigeons were fighting over some crumbs.
In Jenny’s eyes they were the scruffiest, dirtiest birds she had ever seen. Their feathers,
covered with a layer of dust and grime, were the same dull, lead colour as the stains of
pollution that ran in streaks down the stone walls of the church. Running her fingers
through her hair, aware that it lay flat on her head and had returned to its natural pigeon
grey, she watched one particularly miserable looking bird timidly approach a piece of
bread lying next to a fossilized turd.
‘G’arn git out of it!’ she shouted, as though she was breaking up an Australian
dogfight. ‘Shove off!’
The startled birds rose up from the ground and flew into the air. They left
quietly, with only an agitated fluttering of their wings, unlike the brash, vulgar ibis in
the Sydney gardens she was remembering with misplaced affection.
Feeling a little wayward she marched to the nearest bar and instead of saving
money by standing (strongly recommended as the only frugal, sensible and Italian thing
to do), she sat down defiantly at a table and ordered a cappuccino. It was an undisputed
fact that no Italian in their right mind would touch one after ten am., and she would
have been grateful for even a sneer from the bar man, some recognition, rather than the
taciturn ‘Prego’ in reply to her feeble ‘Grazie’. She ate the froth with a spoon, stared at
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the ice cream advertisements on the side of the freezer, and took out the post card of the
Pontormo painting.
It was as though Christ had been taken down from the cross to be used as a prop
in a fashion shot. It was outrageous, but it certainly had style! She began to understand
why Jim liked it (he would always side with the stylish even it was that of five centuries
ago) and discovered she was beginning to like it herself. Looking down at her old boots,
no longer bright purple, but irretrievably dull and worn, she realized that, in Florence,
funny boots and the remnants of a silly hairstyle would get her nowhere.
A man with a long trench coat slung over his shoulders strode in, cast his eye
over the only remaining panino under a plastic cover, rejected it with a slight curling of
his lip, and ordered a coffee. There was a distinct change in the attitude of the bar man.
He became eager and alert, as though it was a privilege to serve someone who had
shown such discrimination. Jenny watched, trying to work out how the man’s coat
could hang so casually, but perfectly, never slipping from his shoulders, as he reached
inside his suit pocket for his money, tossed down the coffee and hurried out the door.
Perhaps that was what Babs meant by bella figura, that certain something that came
naturally to Italians.
She scrabbled in her handbag for a pen and began to write a list on a paper
serviette; a shopping list of things to buy with the illicit money she had made by selling
Philip’s antique, Iban baby-carrier, a strange, wooden thing decorated with Venetian
beads. There was a certain irony in the fact that she had profited from an extension to
the historic trading patterns of South East Asia that Philip found so fascinating. It was
the beads that had tempted her. How beads from Venice had ended up in Borneo she
could not imagine. Now of course, she could never ask.
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On her way to her hairdressing appointment in the Via Tornabuoni Jenny made
a detour to the lost property office at the railway station, carrying her old boots in one of
her newly acquired shopping bags. The attendant held the boots at arm’s length, turned
them this way and that for examination, then placed them gently on the counter, in
much the same way that Philip would handle one of his precious artefacts. The laces
were tied together with a numbered tag and a detailed entry was made in a large,
battered book with cloth binding. She waited while the boots were taken to a back
room, pleased to have saved them from the monstrous, garbage-eating machines that
had woken her at dawn, rumbling through the narrow streets like an invading army.
Much better to think of them keeping company with lost hats and umbrellas.
Hearing the click- click of her new boots as she walked back through the station,
Jenny felt she was getting somewhere with her bella figura. She was also discovering
the art of living outside of a language. She smiled warmly at the young couple as they
performed a lover’s farewell on the platform, shook her head in a mild but tolerant
rebuke to the young boy who bumped into her as he raced to catch up with his friends
and gave a medusa-like glare to a particularly persistent taxi driver. It felt good to be
part of the disorderly life going on around her, but, of course, in the Via Tornabuoni, the
most elegant street in Florence, everyone would be able to speak English. How far their
vocabulary would extend beyond pleasantries and basic hairdressing dialogue might be
another matter but Jenny was well prepared for any complications.
Signor Vittorini, the hairdresser, was a middle-aged man with a mass of wavy
silver hair. He wore a pair of gold scissors hanging from his belt on a gold chain. Before
he could launch into his standard banter and hair analysis Jenny had taken out the
Pontormo post card and placed in on the counter.
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‘You know this painting by Pontormo?’ she asked, surprised to hear herself
sounding like Nelly. Signor Vittorini was nonplussed.
‘Mi dispiace, signora,’ he said, momentarily losing his English, ‘I am sorry, I do
not understand.’
‘Pontormo! The painter. You know his works?’
Taking his glasses from the pocket of his white coat, he put them on and peered
at the postcard.
‘Ah!’ he exclaimed, with relief, ‘Pontormo! La Deposizione! Una bella pittura!
Un bel dipinto! Bellissimo! A very beautiful painting,’ he added, although he seemed
aware that his enthusiasm was dulled by the English words, and tacked on a final,
‘Bellissima!’
The women sitting at the basins around the room had begun to show an interest
in the conversation and to make sure that his dignity had not been jeopardized Signor
Vittorini walked to the centre of the room and addressed them in Italian. It was an
exotic scene as most of the women had their heads wrapped, turban like, in large, white
towels that exaggerated their features and expressions. They widened their eyes in
disbelief and stared at Jenny. There was a moment of silence before they turned to each
other and began talking at once.
Signor Vittorini walked slowly back to Jenny and indicated with his scissors that
she should sit in a chair.
‘Le donne,’ he said, snapping the scissors in the air as he spoke, ‘are surprised
that you could think that I was not familiar with the works of Pontormo.’
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He’s cross, thought Jenny. He’s going to mutilate my hair with his golden
scissors.
‘But perhaps,’ he said, lifting up a piece of her hair, and winding it around his
finger, ‘you do not understand that here, in Florence, life and art are tangled together.’
‘But I do!’ Jenny exclaimed, ‘that was the whole idea.’ She pointed to the pale,
asexual figure holding Christ up by the armpit, dressed in ice blue, with a mop of
extraordinary, coloured hair. ‘It’s such a wonderful colour, not blonde or gold or red or
…’
‘It is a challenge,’ he said thoughtfully, examining one strand of her thin grey
hair between his fingers.’
‘I know it’s not like Italian hair,’ said Jenny. ‘There’s not enough of it, and it’s
too fine.’
‘Signora,’ he said firmly, ‘you have the hair of an angel.’
And so it was that Jenny caught her first whiff of the fatal charm of Italy, as
Signor Vittorini leant over her shoulder and smiled at her reflection in the mirror.

*
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FIFTEEN

Outside the Uffizi Gallery the tall man standing in front of Jenny suddenly stepped
forward and let in a cold gust of wind.
‘Bloody queue jumpers!’ he shouted at the tour guide who hurried past with her
white flag, leading a crocodile of well- behaved tourists straight up to the doors of the
gallery.
‘I don’t suppose you speak English by any chance?’ He had turned to speak to
Jenny, who stared blankly at him and shrugged her shoulders. ‘Oh well,’ he said
despondently, ‘there was no harm in giving it a go.’
She knew he had caught the glimmer of understanding in her eye. Too late to
pretend.
‘I’m Australian,’ she said.
‘Go on!’ He beamed at her. ‘Me too.’
‘So I noticed.’
‘Well, someone had to tell them.’
‘Do you think it made any difference?’
‘No. But I feel a lot better.’ He leaned towards her, lowering his voice, as
though he was about to share a secret, ‘To tell you the truth, I wouldn’t mind giving this
place a miss but I’d never hear the end of it.’
‘That makes two of us.’
‘Is that why you’re here?’ he asked, looking relieved.
‘More or less.’
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She wanted to leave it at that, but the moment he took the hint and turned away
she regretted it. It was the arrival of a group of young Australian tourists that gave her
the opportunity to tap him on the shoulder.
‘There’s some more of us,’ she said laughing, as the Australians strode towards
the gallery in their broad-brimmed, felt hats and long, heavy oilskin coats.
‘They’ve forgotten the horses,’ he said. ‘Just look at the get-up.’
‘It’s the fashion,’ said Jenny.
‘What! To go around sticking out like a sore toe?’ He seemed bemused,
shaking his head as he watched them pass. ‘Mind you,’ he said, one of those will last
you a lifetime. Back home, we’ve got one out in the shed that belonged to my
grandfather. Covered in mud and sh…muck, but it could tell some funny stories if it had
to.’
He’s like an old tree trunk – she thought – looking up at him.
‘My old man reckoned, if you left that coat out in the back paddock, it could
find its own way home.’
‘Do you think you could shift to the side a bit?’ she asked. ‘You were keeping
the wind off me.’
‘Was I?’ he said, moving quickly.
‘That’s better,’ said Jenny. ‘Thanks.’
‘The only thing is … well … I was going to ask you if you’d keep my place in
the queue while I ducked across there to the bar. It’s the cold wind,’ he added
diffidently.
‘Off you go!’ said Jenny. ‘But hurry!’
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Smiling like a patient mother she watched him hurrying across to the square. He
had certainly cheered her up although ‘a breath of fresh air’ hardly seemed an
appropriate idiom on a day like today. But the wind seemed to be dropping and the
queue, having developed an identity of its own, was taking on an air of anticipation. A
group decision was made when three gypsies arrived and made their way along the
colonnades, miming hunger and desperation. Taking its cue from the man selling the
calendars the queue shouted at the gypsies in a variety of languages.
‘Va via! Va via! Hau ab! Fous-le-camp!
‘Piss off!’ said Jenny, feeling immensely pleased with herself.
There was less certainty about the young woman in a sarong who was moving
along the queue handing out small cards. She was blonde with pale, freckled skin and
carried a plump baby across her chest in a sling. Both she and the baby wore brightly
coloured, turnip-shaped hats with dangling plaited ties but her appearance was at odds
with her air of quiet, unruffled confidence. Most of the people in the queue accepted the
card politely then turned away, some admired the baby but refused the card, and a few
offered her money, which she firmly rejected. Jenny was still deciding what she would
do when the young woman thrust a card into her hand. It was a religious tract printed
under a picture of an insipid, smiling Madonna and child. The young woman, wearing
the same placid, fixed smile stared at her vaguely, while the baby, who showed little
resemblance to the pretty Christ child, was kicking its fat legs, squirming and going red
in the face. That baby is tired and hungry, Jenny thought, remembering how Harry, her
youngest, had often put on a similar performance. She was tempted to say so, but with a
half whispered ‘God bless’ the young woman quickly moved on.
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‘A left over hippy,’ said the man disparagingly, as he came back to his place in
the queue.
‘Poor Janis Joplin,’ said Jenny.
‘What’s that?’
‘Nothing. I was thinking out loud. I used to be into the sixties.’
He looked puzzled.
‘I mean, I was interested in that era, but I gave it up. Now I’m trying to
understand the Italian Renaissance.’
‘Good on you,’ he said, without conviction, obviously ill at ease with the way
the conversation was going. ‘You must be really interested in art.’
‘Not really.’
‘Do you reckon it’s worth it?’
‘What?’
‘This place.’
‘It must be. Look at the queue.’
‘I am,’ he said, ‘and it’s still growing backwards.’
‘You’re in Italy,’ said Jenny.
He gave her a rueful smile. ‘Don’t I know it. My wife’s family’s from Italy.
They’re onto every trick in the book when it comes to bending the rules. Now she’s got
the culture bug. Trying to civilize me.’
He told her at length about the agricultural conference he had been to in
Scotland with his wife, his views on the cross breeding of cattle and how he had been
roped into a trip to Italy on the way home.
‘Where is she?’ Jenny asked.
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‘Shopping. You’d know all about that,’ he said, eyeing her new coat.
Jenny smiled modestly.
‘Anyhow, she’s been here already. Twice as a matter of fact. She’s mad about
…’ he hesitated, and glanced over to the art calendars.
‘Botticelli?’
‘That’s the one.’
‘You never know, you might just enjoy it.’
‘I doubt it,’ he said. ‘And what about you?’
‘The wind’s dropped,’ she said, evading the question. ‘You can stand next to
me,’ and then, before she knew it, she was telling him her story. She told him about
Nelly’s disappearance, her strange obsession with the Duke of Urbino and her own
ridiculous sense of obligation about seeing the painting. She came closer to telling him
the truth about herself than she would have believed possible. He did not look at her as
she spoke, but stared into the distance, imagining himself at home where he did his best
thinking, down by the creek looking across to the ridge of blue mountains.
‘There was this man I knew,’ he eventually said, ‘who used to talk to a sheep.
Didn’t bother anyone. He was a nice enough bloke.’
That seemed to be all.
There was a ripple of movement in the queue.
‘Here we go, ‘said Jenny, relieved, wishing she had never started it.
‘The thing was, we all understood why he did it.’
‘And why was that?’
‘He was disappointed in love.’
‘My mother is seventy eight,’ said Jenny dismissively.
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‘This bloke was round about eighty when I knew him. But you see, he felt safe
with the sheep. It couldn’t hurt him.’
‘Well, no.’
‘Somehow it was tied up to his past. That’s the bit I could never work out.’
They were moving forward in the queue, both aware that their momentary
friendship had ended.
‘I suppose it was their own business,’ Jenny said, thoughtfully, ‘him and the
sheep.’
‘You’re dead right,’ he said.
Without speaking they bought their tickets, moved through to the entrance of the
gallery and stood together at the foot of the grand staircase.
‘One hundred and twenty six steps, I believe,’ said Jenny, wishing she had come
up with a more memorable parting comment. ‘That is according to the guide book.’
‘I’ll count them.’ He put his foot on the first step, and then hesitated, looking her
up and down.
‘Ciao, bella!’ he said, in a surprisingly good Italian accent, before setting off up
the staircase two steps at a time.

*

As she climbed the grand staircase Jenny began to compose her next postcard to
Babs and Helen.
This is D day. I’m about to confront the Duke in the Uffizi. It seems a
useless thing to do but the silly side of me half expects Nelly to be
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waiting for me at the top of this enormous staircase. Well, at least
I’ll see the paintings. Guess what? A tall, oldish, weathered
Australian just called me ‘bella’ and I know it’s just a throw away
line in Italy (I’ve learnt something) but it was nice and I think it’s
because something exciting did happen to me today at Signor
Vittorini’s - the hairdresser. He claims he is naming his latest hair
colour Pontormo Gold because I inspired him! That’s a long story
and he only charged me half price. The carpet on this staircase is
filthy.
Jenny reached the top of the stairs and strode down the long marble corridor.
She stared back defiantly at the reclining Roman matrons, the busts of popes, Julius
Caesar and the Medici Dukes, pausing only to smile compassionately at the big nosed,
heavy faced Mary Maddalena of Austria. ‘Ciao, Bella’, she whispered, before she went
in search of the Early Renaissance Room.
The portrait of the Duke was smaller than she had imagined and he was not
alone. Federico faced his wife, Battista, profile to profile, with no eye contact and no
sense of communication. They were in separate frames but locked together in the
golden support of the diptych. Battista was as oddly exotic as the Duke, with her pale,
plump face, high shaven forehead, and her ribboned hair coiled over her ears like an
ammonite. It seemed she would have had no hope of competing for attention with the
powerful ugliness of the Duke in his brilliant red coat and hat.
The group of people who had gathered around the painting moved off leaving
Jenny alone. After a while she realised a small boy in a baseball cap was standing
silently alongside her. She smiled at him.
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‘Do you speak English?’ she asked. He ignored her. She tried again.
‘Buon giorno.’
‘I don’t like Italian,’ he said in a high, piping English voice. Jenny gave him a
motherly smile. ‘I can’t understand what people say to me.’
‘Well, neither can I,’ she said gently. The boy scowled at her, and feeling
slightly foolish she turned back to the painting, trying to concentrate, although she had
to admit she was rather bored with it. The boy tugged at her coat sleeve.
‘I don’t like paintings of Jesus, and mothers with babies and I don’t like
churches and statues and things.’
‘Is there anything you do like?’ Jenny asked, surprised to hear a hint of sarcasm
in her voice.
‘I like him,’ he said, pointing to the duke.
‘You do?’
‘I like him a lot.’
‘And her?’ Jenny asked.
‘I don’t like her.’ Poor Battista, thought Jenny. ‘But I like him heaps.’
‘Why?’
‘He’s cool,’ he said.
‘Cool?’
The boy thrust his hands into his pockets, gave her a slight, condescending smile
and walked away. She wanted to run after him; to ask him to explain, but she could
hardly ask an odd little boy in a baseball cap to analyze the coolness of Piero della
Francesca. She felt overwhelmingly tired, or sad (she couldn’t be sure) and her legs
were aching. With a parting glare at the Duke, she turned her back on him and left. In
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the corridor, she paused, took a deep breath and looked up at the vaulted ceiling. The
painted decorations that at first glance looked like the pretty gilded flowers and leaves
on Florentine note paper were, in fact, hideous, sneering, grotesques. I have to get out of
here, she thought, hurrying past the rooms filled with Renaissance masterpieces,
promising herself she would come back. She would have to talk about them to Babs and
Helen and how many times had she looked at reproductions in Katherine and Jim’s art
books? Christ on the cross, Venus on her shell, and an abundance of smiling, enigmatic
Madonnas holding their overweight babies, clutching pomegranates, or pieces of spiky
coral. They would wait; trapped in their frames or frozen in polished marble like those
desperate Sabine women fleeing from maraudering rapists, or struggling with leering
centaurs. Hercules was battling with the Centaur at the far end of the corridor, and the
statues seemed to multiply as she moved towards him, strange satyrs and fauns, and
more and more thick necked, extravagantly muscled, male figures with their cold, neat
genitals nestling ominously in delicately curled spirals of hair. She could almost feel the
heavy, gilded Renaissance ceiling bearing down on her as she quickened her pace,
trying not to slip on the marble floor in her beautiful new boots, brushing past startled
tourists who were in her way.
In the shop she snatched up some of the most obvious, popular postcards and
elbowed her way to the front of the queue. ‘I’m disperato,’ she said, thrusting the cards
and some money at the girl on the cash register. The girl looked at her impassively.
‘Disperata, signora,’ she said, handing her the change.
Outside, under the colonnade, Jenny stood, clutching her cards, shivering in the
cold. I want to go home, she thought. I want my old purple boots back and I want
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someone to talk to. She looked around, hoping she might see the tall Australian. But no,
there was nothing for it but to go back to the hotel.

*

There was a message waiting for her at the desk. “Ring Gim.”
‘Christ Mum! It’s a quarter to six in the morning.’
Jenny was used to Jim being annoyed with her but this time she swore at him
and threatened to hang up. He swore back at her, and then apologized when she burst
into tears. ‘Come on Mum, I can’t handle this before breakfast. Just listen! Are you
listening?’
‘Yes.’
‘Good.’
‘How’s the cat?’
‘Asleep on my bed.’
‘That’s lovely.’
‘No, it isn’t. Now concentrate. I’ve got two important messages for you.
‘From Nelly?’
‘No, Mum, not from Nelly. Don’t start again.’
‘Start what?’
‘Crying.’
‘I’m not crying.’
‘You are. I can tell. This is costing you a fortune. Just listen!’
‘There’s no need to shout!’
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‘I’m not.’
‘Never mind.’
‘Have you got a pen?’
‘Sort of.’
‘What do you mean, “sort of”?’
Jenny emptied her handbag onto the floor.
‘Just a minute. Yes, I’ve got one.’
‘Two messages, one from Dad …’
‘Dad? Phillip?’
‘Yes. Don’t interrupt, and one from Katherine. Here’s her phone number. She’s
in Tuscany, in the Garfagnana.’
‘The what?’
‘It doesn’t matter.’
‘I can’t spell it.’
‘Mum! It doesn’t matter!’
‘It’s about one hundred k’s from Florence. Just write it down and ring her.’ He
gave her the number. ‘No questions, OK? Now Dad. He’s coming to Italy to meet
you?’
‘What! Where is he?’
‘Some God-forsaken place, but he’ll arrive in about three weeks.’
‘But I won’t be here.’
‘Yes, you will. You’ll be staying with Katherine.’
‘I will?’
‘Yes, Mum. But he doesn’t know that.’
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‘He doesn’t? Who doesn’t?’
‘Dad! He’s out of contact now, but write this down.’ He spoke slowly as
though he was talking to a small child. ‘He wants to meet you at the Leaning Tower of
Pisa at fourteen thirty on …’
‘What?’
‘Half past two Mum, in the afternoon, on Friday the sixth. That’s in two weeks.
‘You’re joking.’
‘I’m not joking.’
‘Why the Leaning Tower of Pisa?’
‘He couldn’t think of anywhere else, said it would be easy to find. “Tell her to
be there,” he said, “Pronto!” Then his money ran out.’
‘I didn’t know he spoke Italian. He’s never been to Europe. He’ll get lost.’
‘Neither had you.’
‘But Phillip’s different from other people.’
‘Well, it’s up to you. Depends if you want to find him.’
‘What about Nelly?
‘The way things are going, she’ll turn up like everyone else.’
‘Jim, …’
‘I’ve got to go Mum.’
‘Don’t, Jim! I need someone to talk to.’
‘Mum, I’ve …’
‘I think I had a panic attack today at the Uffizi. It’s all very violent and sexy.’
‘What?’
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‘The statues. But I found out something, a sort of revelation about the Duke of
Urbino. He’s cool.’
‘Mum, have you been drinking?’
‘Don’t be rude. I keep thinking of Clint Eastwood.’
‘What on earth for?’
‘Well, he was cool and there was that film, you remember, The Good the Bad
and the Ugly. If you leave out the bad it more or less sums him up.’
‘Who?’
‘The Duke.’
‘Mum, are you all right?’
‘I am now.’
‘Did you see the Pontormo?’
‘Oh yes! I’ve had my hair dyed the same colour.’
‘Lime green or lolly pink?’
‘You’ll see.’
‘You have been.’
‘What?’
‘Drinking.’
‘Don’t be silly. Signor Vittorini thought it was lovely. How are you?’
‘I’m fine, but I’m fed up with your bloody cat. Don’t forget to change your
ticket and now I’m going back to bed.’
‘Sweet dreams,’ Jenny said, immediately regretting it. Jim laughed.
‘Hey Mum, why don’t you take a walk on the wild side,’ and he hung up.
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Jenny sat on the bed and stared at the telephone. It was growing dark, the street
lights shone through the half-closed shutters and she could hear talking and laughter
from the street below. She got up, put on her coat and gloves, and fluffed up her hair,
having decided that the least she could do was to take a walk over the Ponte Vecchio.

*
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SIXTEEN

It was some weeks after the Professor’s announcement that he was staying in
Ponteremo before Nelly became aware she was no longer the centre of attention for old
Giovanni and the men in the bar. Most obviously, the barking had stopped. It had begun
as a joke after the Serenata Musicale, then, as she saw it, developed into an affectionate
demonstration of their acceptance of her. ‘Vuf vuf! Bau bau!’ they would call to her
across the bar, then wait, like children playing a game, for her to bark or meow back at
them. Gradually they lost interest, and only the priest would occasionally give a highpitched yelp as he drove past on his Vespa.
Nelly was prepared to accept that any joke would run its course, but clearly
something was going on. The old men were spending less time in the bar, and she had
seen them tramping up the steep, corrugated ramp to the club room, a Spartan, post-war
building in an ugly, concrete piazza hidden from the old centre of the village. It was
known as the circolo, and the old, tin notice with a faded red hammer and sickle, still
nailed over the entrance, suggested it had a political history. Now it was the Youth
Centre. The doctor’s rooms on the other side of the square were the only other
indication that it was intended as the centre of Ponterano’s meagre community services.
The sun rarely visited the piazza and in the mornings it was particularly cold and
unwelcoming, waiting to come alive when the school children roared up the ramp on
their motor scooters. Now it had acquired a new lease of life. After tossing down his
breakfast coffee, Giovanni would turn to his friends and deliver the command,
‘Andiamo al circolo!’ They would leave together, whispering and laughing like a group
of adolescents who were up to something.
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As for the Professor, he had not spoken a word to Nelly since her capogiro. That
certainly put him off, she thought, and a good thing too. It also made her less inclined to
think about going home. There was no doubt as to what Amanda Ellis would have
called it: ‘a turn,’ or at her worst, ‘a funny turn.’ She always knew someone, or a friend
of a friend who knew someone, who had had one. It was considered a ‘sign’ of worse
things to come. Nelly put hers down to over work, meaning the mental fatigue of her
continuing attempts to learn Italian. Besides, Gianna now insisted on making her the
delicious zabaglione every morning. It seemed to be doing her the world of good. But
when she noticed the Professor and Bruno walking together, deep in conversation, then
hurrying up the ramp to the circolo, she was prepared to admit that she had lost her
position as the favoured guest of Ponteremo. Whatever it was that was going on, she
was definitely out of it. Late one afternoon, she waylaid Bruno as he passed the albergo.
‘I miss you Bruno,’ she said, putting her arm through his. Before he knew it, she led
him through the door to a table set with two glasses and a bottle of wine. She gave him
her grandmotherly smile and filled his glass.
‘You must have a new girl friend,’ she said.
‘Certo,’ he replied, attempting a weary, man of the world gesture with his wine
glass. ‘But it is of no consequence.’
‘Well, it should be. She seems to be taking up a lot of your spare time.’
‘You know how it is,’ he said unconvincingly.
‘I don’t. But I do know when something is going on. Not, of course, that it’s any
of my business.’ She contemplated making a play for sympathy but quickly rejected it.
‘You have abandoned our Sunday night Italian lessons, and now there is all this running
up and down to the circolo.’
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‘Ah yes. The circolo.’ He threw the word away, spreading his hands
dismissively. ‘It is for the young people, they ...’
‘How old are you Bruno? Nelly interrupted.
‘Thirty two.’
‘You don’t look it.’
‘I am speaking of the adolescenti. They play ping pong, the video games and
listen to ugly, loud music.’
‘In the afternoons?’
‘Sì, sì! After school.’
‘And in the mornings?’
Bruno ran his finger around the rim of his glass and fiddled with the ashtray
before looking back at her.
‘The Professor,’ he said, ‘is a very clever man. He is a … pedagogista
bravissimo.
‘I get the point’, said Nelly.
‘And he believes in passing on his knowledge to those who have not had the
opportunity …’ his sentence wavered as he saw the look on Nelly’s face, ‘and he is
helping me with my English.’
‘As I did,’
‘Certo, certo, but he is …’
‘Better.’
‘No! Not at all. But he immerses me?’
‘Pardon?’
‘It is the method, the immersion. He plunges me into the … complicazioni.’
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‘The complications?’
‘Of the language.’
‘I see.’ Nelly poured Bruno another glass of wine. ‘How interesting.’
‘And we have an arrangement.’ He paused, and Nelly waited.
‘There is, in my house, a room, a room that is libera. It was my grandmother’s
house and as I have told you my grandmother is …’
‘I know,’ said Nelly, cutting him off, ‘she’s dead, morta. And he has moved in.’
‘Si,’ said Bruno.
‘The odd couple.’
‘Che?’
‘Niente. It seems an excellent arrangement,’ Nelly said, with apparent
acceptance. ‘And this knowledge? It is, I take it, only for men?’ She gave him her
sweetest smile. ‘For old men.’ Disarmed, Bruno smiled back at her.
‘They do not have to be old, but they have the time, and they have not had the
…’
‘So you said. And women? Women are excluded from these so called
opportunities?’ Bruno twisted one of his black curls around his finger and stared at the
wine bottle.
‘They are not excluded.’
‘But they are not welcome.’
He was silent.
‘Bruno!’ Nelly exclaimed, standing up from her chair, ‘I am ashamed! You! A
communist! You’re not a communist’s bootlace! Or perhaps you are nothing more
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than a very silly, sexist, out of date Italian communist!’ And turning her back on him
she went up to her room.

*

The Professor was waiting outside for Bruno and together they walked down the
road to Bruno’s house.
‘How was she?’ the Professor asked.
‘Cross, very cross.’
‘But she is well?’
‘Sì! But molto arrabbiata.’
‘She was angry?’
‘Moltissimo. Please, no more English. My head is tired after that confronto.’
‘Confrontation,’ said the Professor.
‘Confronto,’ said Bruno, quickening his steps and walking ahead.

*

The next morning Nelly decided to visit the doctor. Dottore Bignardi, who had
studied in London, was an anglophile and affected an English tweed jacket and a red
cravat patterned with small, blue triangles. He recognized Nelly instantly and, ignoring
the other women who were waiting, called her into his room.
‘They do not mind,’ he said, ‘it gives them something to do.’
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‘They may be in pain,’ said Nelly. As his expression seemed to suggest that the
idea was ridiculous she decided not to pursue it. At her age there was little sense in
antagonizing the only doctor in the district, and one who could speak English. With a
suggestion that it was unusual for him and his wife to attend local entertainments, Dr.
Bignardi congratulated Nelly on her performance at the Serenata Musicale and threw in
a few references to the opera season in Florence as a counterbalance.
‘But,’ he said, ‘as a medical man I find it is necessary at times to … how does
one say…to mix?’
‘Assolutamente!’ Nelly exclaimed, then seeing that her accent offended him,
added, ‘I am struggling with your beautiful language.’
‘It is necessary to open the mouth and to pay attention to the placement of the
tongue,’ he said, placing his own behind his upper teeth, in what Nelly thought was a
most unattractive manner. He settled back in his chair, prepared for a chat. ‘I am very
fond of England,’ he said.
‘I’m Australian,’ said Nelly.
He glanced up at the ceiling.
‘London, in particular. I have most fond memories of the beautiful parks, the
Houses of Parliament and the Albert and Victorian Museum.’
‘It’s the Victoria and Albert,’ she said.
He was taken aback but rallied after making a slight adjustment to his cravat.
‘Of course, your Queen. She is of the most importance.’
‘Not to me,’ said Nelly, and then quickly changed the subject. ‘Signor Bignardi,
I have …’
‘Dottore,’ he corrected her.
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‘Dottore, I have suffered a little capogiro.’
‘Dear me!’ He looked thoughtfully at the calendar on the wall with a picture of
the Horse Guards. ‘What is your quaint English word? No, don’t tell me … I have it …
ditzzy.’ Nelly smiled to herself as he pronounced the double zz as in pizza. ‘And when
and where did you first suffer this little ditzzy turn?’
‘Two weeks ago, in the bar,’ she answered, immediately wishing she had said
restaurant. But I would like to refer to it as a capogiro.’
‘As you wish,’ he said, clearly displeased.
‘And I would like you take my blood pressure.’
He picked up the silver photo frame on his desk and turned it around to face
Nelly.
‘My wife,’ he said. Obviously taken a long time ago, Nelly thought,
remembering the stout matron she had met at the Musicale. Now he was delicately
polishing the frame with the edge of his sleeve.
‘A beautiful woman,’ said Nelly. He flinched and turned the photograph around
to face the wall, as though someone had opened his bedroom door.
‘Beautiful, of course. Together we were in England, touring the very wonderful
English country side, traveling to Stratford up on …’
‘Avon.’
‘Thank you. We visited the house of your immeasurable William Shakespeare
and attended a fine performance of Amlet.’
‘You have an excellent command of the English language,’ said Nelly, rolling
up her sleeve to encourage some medical attention.
‘Grazie.’
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‘Prego.’ This could go forever, she thought.
He reached for the blood pressure instrument, turning away while she took off
her coat and rolled up the sleeve of her jumper, then with an air of distaste wrapped the
rubber tubing around her arm.
‘Perhaps,’ he said, ‘you are not aware that in Italy one can have one’s blood
pressure measured in the famacia - gratis.’
‘But it would not be the same.’ His eyes had wandered from the measuring scale
to the silver photo frame. He’s having an affair, thought Nelly, surprised at her own
astuteness. These Italians …
‘We Italians,’ he said, as though he had read her thoughts, ‘have a fondness for
knowing our own blood pressure.’ No wonder, thought Nelly. ‘And yours, I am happy
to tell you, is as it should be. Perhaps a little high but …’
‘It’s the excitement,’ she said.
‘You are excited?’
‘I soon will be,’ she answered. With a slight frown he turned the frame back to
its original position and stood up from his chair.
‘It has been a pleasure, signora …?’
‘Larkin.’
‘Ah!’ he exclaimed. ‘The lark! Your little English bird of exquisite song.’ He
paused, placing his forefinger on his temple. ‘One moment … I have it! Shelley! Ode
to a Lark.’
‘Bravissimo, dottore,’ said Nelly. He smiled modestly and with exaggerated
courtesy escorted her to the door.
‘Arrivederci,’ said Nelly as she left.
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He quickly closed the door behind her, ignoring an even larger number of
patients sitting in the waiting room.

*

Outside Doctor Bignardi’s, Nelly smoothed her eyebrows with her finger and
turned up the collar of her coat in preparation for her raid on the circolo. She crossed the
piazza, and stood for a moment at the door. It was closed but not locked and opened
directly onto a large, dimly lit room, furnished with an odd mix of old, wooden, and
cheap plastic chairs, a ping pong table, a soft drink machine, a jukebox, and a row of
video game machines. A broken game of Calcio Ballilla, the table-soccer game that she
had always thought of as essential to the development of young Italian boys, was
pushed up against the wall, as though its battered and broken-legged figures had given
up all hope of competing in the modern world. One of the little, wooden soccer players
had fallen from the rod and lay face down on the table. Nelly picked it up and stood for
a moment, lost in thought, quite forgetting why she was there. There was something
about the austere, practical simplicity of the room that reminded her of her youth in an
Australian country town. Perhaps she was remembering the Mechanics Institutes Hall
where there had been dances, weddings, and, what was it they called them? Functions,
that was it. Social functions with orange and lemon cordial, big urns of tea and coffee,
folding wooden chairs, long trestle tables covered with white tablecloths or sheets, set
with sponge cakes, jellies, scones, trifles and pies with crusts decorated with gum
leaves. She remembered having to dance, out of politeness, with the older men, the
uncles, and family friends, whose stomachs got in the way. There had been no Youth
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Centre (although she had for a time been a member of the Presbyterian Young
Women’s Association), but there had been a sense of belonging. It was only then she
realized she had rediscovered it in Ponteremo. That is, until the recent coup, or
whatever it was that was taking place at the circolo.
Memories and images crept up on her: the war memorial with the bronze soldier,
standing to attention, his feet resting on the long list of the dead, and the tall monument
to the eight hour day, that she now vaguely connected to the hammer and sickle above
the door of the circolo. She thought of her father, her mother, her fox terrier Billo, and
Minnie, her pet bantam, scratching in the back yard and, as she became aware of the
sounds of men’s voices in the background, she remembered walking arm in arm with
her mother, past the hotel on the corner, where her father and brothers were drinking on
a Friday night after work. The memory was set in winter with a cold, sharp wind
blowing against their faces as they turned the corner. She would pull away from her
mother to peer into the bar through the panels of glass in the front door. It was
forbidden territory; friendly and warm, with the glow from the coal fire reflecting on the
wooden panelling of the bar, highlighting the faces of the men, who, it seemed to her,
were always having a good time.
Her daydreaming was interrupted by a sudden burst of laughter. She realized it
was coming from behind a closed door at the far end of the room and, holding the little
soccer player in her hand as a kind of talisman, she made her way stealthily across the
room. She squared her shoulders, took a deep breath, gave a short, sharp knock on the
door and entered.
‘Ciao, ragazzi!’ she said.
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There was a moment of complete silence (except for the oldest man who let out
a high-pitched, nervous bark), then a flurry of movement as papers and glasses were
cleared from a long wooden table to the accompaniment of the sound of scraping chairs
as most of the men jumped to their feet. The Professor was holding a large book which
he slammed shut the moment he saw her.
‘Buon giorno, Nelly,’ he said, with what she had to admit was considerable
aplomb.
‘Buon giorno, Enrico.’
They stood facing each other at the opposite ends of the table, while the men
bustled about, collecting coats from the hooks on the wall while casting furtive glances
at Nelly.
‘Una bella giornata,’ she said, with her brightest smile.
‘Troppo freddo,’ muttered the old man who had barked, pulling on his cap and
thrusting his hands in his pockets as he scurried out the door.
‘Buon giorno,’ Nelly called to Giovanni, who was coughing and sneezing as he
shook the chalk dust from the scarf he had used to wipe down the makeshift blackboard
balanced against a chair.
‘La classe è terminata,’ the Professor announced unnecessarily, as by now most
of the men were hurrying out the door. Nelly watched as he crammed papers and books
into a cardboard box under the table, carefully laying the large, folio sized book on the
top. Straightening up he reached for his coat, decided against it, and drained two of the
half empty glasses left on the table and sat down.
‘This is an unexpected pleasure,’ he said. Nelly sniffed at an empty glass.
‘Grappa,’ she said.

TRAVELLING with the DUKE

182

‘Sometimes when it is cold, like today.’
‘I was visiting the doctor across the square and thought I would drop in.’
‘Are you sick?’ There was genuine concern in his voice.
‘Not a bit. But the charming Dottore Bignardi checked my blood pressure.’
‘And?’
‘Perfetto, or perfetta, take your pick.’
‘I am glad,’ he said, ‘very glad.’
‘Perhaps you should have yours checked,’ said Nelly, ‘you’re a bit flushed.’ He
did not answer. ‘But then it could be all that bending over. That can do it.’ Still he
made no comment. ‘Packing away all those interesting papers and books, and in such a
hurry.’ She paused, enjoying the moment. ‘And what exactly is it that you are doing?’
she asked. ‘Are you teaching?’
‘Yes.’
‘Politics?’
‘No.’
‘History, perhaps?’
‘No, Nelly.’ He paused. ‘Art.’
‘That would, of course, be fine art?’
‘An historical survey of some aspects of the Italian Renaissance.’
‘How very interesting.’
‘The Mannerists.’
‘Oh, them.’
‘You know the Mannerists?’
‘A little,’ she lied. ‘Giovanni must be fascinated.’

TRAVELLING with the DUKE

183

‘He is.’
Then to her annoyance she came out with it.
‘Can I come?’
‘No.’
‘Why not?’
‘They wouldn’t like it.’
‘Who wouldn’t? The old men.’
‘That’s right, Nelly, the old men.”
‘Bugger them!’ she said and started to leave. Even with her back turned she
could sense his relief at getting rid of her. She turned and walked to his end of the table
and reached down to take the large book from the box.
‘May I look?’
‘It really is time for me to leave, Nelly,’ he said, attempting to take it from her.
He can hardly snatch or tug, she thought, far too undignified. It seemed harmless
enough; a book in Italian with a photograph of an austere, stone building on the cover.
‘Il Palazzo Te,’ she said, reading the title. Enrico was laughing. She was
disconcerted.
‘What’s the matter?’ she asked.
‘Oh, do look, Nelly,’ he said. ‘Open the damned thing at the book mark.’ It was
less fun now she had been told to do it but she laid the book out on the table and opened
it at the page marked with a railway ticket. There in full, glowing colour was an
enlarged detail from the Sala di Amore è Psiche, showing the serpent-tailed Jupiter
targeting Olympia with his god-given erection. Enrico was laughing again.
‘Do stop it!’ said Nelly. ‘I’m trying to concentrate.’
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That set him off again and he leant back in his chair, shaking with laughter.
‘I don’t think it’s particularly funny,’ Nelly went on as she turned the pages
rather too quickly, ‘and it’s quite different when you see it in context.’ She had found
the banquet scene, the grotto and the golden winged cupids. In fact, it’s very pretty.’
‘Quite,’ he said, pulling himself together.
‘Did you think I would be shocked?’
‘I suppose I did not want to create the wrong impression.’
‘That you are a dirty old man.’
He ignored the challenge.
‘And what’s more, encouraging the others.’
He was angry but managed to make do with a condescending smile.
‘Mia cara, we are all painted with the same brush.’
‘Tarred,’ she said.
‘Scusa?’
‘Tarred with the same brush.’
‘I see. Tarred. Grazie.’
‘Prego,’ she snapped and went back to looking at the book. She was aware of
him watching her as she turned the pages, now only finding architectural drawings or
paintings of horses.
‘I should tell you,’ he said, ‘that what you are looking at is only the tip of the
iceberg. I have a large collection in … (for a moment he had forgotten where he had left
them), in…er… storage. You might be surprised to know that I am somewhat of an
expert on the erotic frescoes of Italy.’
‘How admirable,’ she said.
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‘You may like to read my book sometime.’
‘Certo.’
‘It is in Italian.’
‘Then, I think not.’
‘But I fear it is no longer, as the say, on the cutting edge of academic discourse.’
He was beginning to look depressed and Nelly found that conversation had nowhere to
go. She certainly was not going to buy into ‘academic discourse’. Then she amazed
herself.
‘My husband was an artist,’ she said. ‘He painted squares, triangles and the
occasional blotch. Much less interesting.’
Enrico was nonplussed.
‘I’m sorry, ‘he said, lowering his voice in sympathy.
‘You can feel sorry about the paintings,’ she said, ‘but he is in no need of
sympathy.’
‘Is?’
‘Is.’ There was an uncomfortable silence. For a moment she considered bringing
in Bruno and his inconsequential girlfriend as a parting shot, but the spark had died and
she thought it best to save it for some other time. ‘That is the first time I’ve mentioned
my husband or his so-called art for over fifty years,’ she said, ‘and now I must go.’ But
Enrico was on his feet in an instant.
‘Wait, Nelly! There is something I want to say.’
‘There is little that would interest me,’ she said, surprised to find she was
recovering lost ground.
‘The old men are enjoying themselves.’
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‘I’m sure they are.’
‘And I am enjoying sharing my knowledge with them. With anyone,’ he added,
resorting again to his “lower than a mouse look”. ‘My new book …my research …it is
not progressing. As I told you, an assistant these days …it is difficult …the funding you
understand, and the contacts. One loses touch.’ Not a good performance, Nelly thought,
as she stood in the doorway. ‘And I find I no longer enjoy traveling alone.’ Nelly
remembered his socks.
‘I prefer it,’ she said.
He did not give up.
‘Some of the men will be bringing paper and pencils. I am intending to give
them drawing lessons.’
‘How good of you,’ said Nelly. ‘There’s nothing I like better than a nice
landscape.’ And with that she left, closing the door behind her.

*

The Professor stood for a moment staring at another closed door, wondering,
once again, why he found it so difficult to understand women. Clearly his plan of
retreating for a while after their previous meeting had not been a success. Wearily, he
cleared away the remaining glasses, placed his book back in the cardboard box and put
it away in the tall wooden broom cupboard. As he put on his hat and scarf he noticed a
strange little figure lying on the end of the table. It appeared to be an old toy, a
miniature soccer player with a broken leg. He held it for a moment trying to remember
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where he had seen such a thing before, and then slipped it into his pocket as he left the
circolo to walk down the hill to Bruno’s house.

*
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SEVENTEEN

It was a hot, humid day and Mrs Ellis had barely moved from her chair. She sat, with a
wet flannel draped over her forehead, in front of the electric fan that squeaked
monotonously as it turned on its stand. ‘It’s had it,’ she said to herself, ‘like that blasted
tap in the kitchen, drip …drip … drip… squeak … squeak … squeak, gets on your
nerves.’ It seemed too much of an effort to go down to the letterbox and the balcony
garden had missed out on the early morning watering. Not that it was the first time over
the last couple of months. It didn’t seem the same now there was no one to so much as
turn their nose up at it. What’s more, she thought, those snails are getting me down.
There were times when Mrs Ellis wondered if there might be some kind of
relationship, or link (she could never think of the right word) between the condition of
the plants and the well being of her children. Geoff’s aloe attracted the largest snails but
it was a survivor, never needing much attention, and was spreading its roots through a
hole it had forced in the foot of the gumboot. He had half promised to come down at
Christmas and she fully expected him to be looking hale and hearty. But Lucy’s
anexopia was another matter. It had developed strange white spots under the leaves, and
it occurred to Mrs Ellis, what with all that pollution in a big, foreign city like New
York, that perhaps Lucy was having problems with her skin. There’s probably enough
moisture in the air to keep them going, she thought, but catching a glimpse of the
wilting maidenhair fern through the window she decided to give them a sprinkling
before going to bed.
The squeaking of the fan was now accompanied by an ominous click … click...
click. She turned the flannel over and sighed, thinking how if it wasn’t one thing it was
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another, always something to worry about. But it wouldn’t do to miss collecting the
mail. To give herself the impetus to get up from the chair she ran through the potentials
of the letter box: the lists of specials from the supermarkets, the gas bill, and those
personally signed letters from real estate agents. One day she might sell up. But then
where would she go?
The postcard lay face down in the letterbox and she decided to pick it up without
looking at the other side. To save it up for later, with a cup of tea. She could see it had
an Italian stamp and it was signed “Jenny”, who, after thinking for a moment, she
remembered was Nelly’s daughter. The one she had hosed. Well, it was an accident and
it was nice to think she obviously didn’t bear grudges.
It turned out to be a painting of a naked woman, a blonde with very long hair,
standing in the middle of a scallop shell, like the ones that used to be the sign for a Shell
garage. Only, of course, it was turned up the other way so she could stand on it. She was
very pretty and had a beautiful figure, although her neck looked a bit too long to be
normal, but it was a different sort of picture from the others. Discreet, you might say.
The people who were floating around in the air, puffing their cheeks out and blowing
flowers at her, were covered with bits of drapery in the obvious places, and even the
blond woman’s long hair had managed to twist itself around to protect her modesty.
Anyway, she had seen it before, on a box of chocolates, or soap, or something someone
had given her. Probably Nelly, she liked that sort of thing. Well, there was no news of
her, according to what the daughter had written, and she didn’t seem to be too upset
about it. There was a lot about churches, and fountains, how she had bought a new coat
and boots and been to the hairdressers, how her daughter was also living somewhere in
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Italy (she didn’t seem to know where she was either), and how she would drop in when
she came home and she hoped she was well. It was very friendly really.

As she wrung out the flannel Mrs Ellis decided that she would mention Nelly
tonight when she said her prayers. God bless Graham, Trish and the children, Lucy and
Nelly Larkin. It couldn’t do any harm and no one would ever know.
The sky was darkening and there was a distant sound of thunder. Remembering
there had been a storm the last time a postcard had arrived she wondered if it could be
some kind of a sign, like an omen. Not a bad one, because thunderstorms were exciting,
they cleared the air and relieved you of one responsibility. No need to water. There was
a heavy stillness in the air. The birds had settled in the jacaranda tree and only the
squeaking fan and the dripping tap broke the silence.
Suddenly there was a drop in the temperature. Mrs Ellis switched off the fan, put
the flannel in the sink under the tap and decided to ring for a plumber.

*

It was one of Steve Sharkey’s friends at the R.S.L. Club who suggested that he
might put his name down as a plumber on the tradesperson list for GPS - GREY
POWER SERVICES. ‘There’s not a lot of money in it,’ he had said, ‘but you can
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always wangle the odd job under the counter, if you know what I mean. The word gets
around and before you know it you’ll be fixing up toilet flushes and mending hose
connections, even changing a light bulb. It’s as easy as falling off a log, and more than
likely you’ll get a free cup of tea and a biscuit into the bargain.’
‘I’ll give it a go,’ said Steve.
By trade Steve was a boilermaker but having taken his friend’s advice he was
stuck with PLUMBER under his name and photo on the laminated badge he wore
clipped to his shirt. He considered it a bit of a step down the ladder but then there
wouldn’t be much call for the sort of jobs he’d handled in the past. As he drove down
the winding streets looking for Mrs Ellis’s flat he thought about his time in the bush
when he’d gone in for welding. Those were the days when he was known as “that bloke
Sharkey who could turn his hand to anything.” One day he’d be out there welding the
frame to hold the thousand gallon water tanks, the next …. There was one job he
remembered as though it was yesterday. Rebuilding the holding yards for the cattle,
using two-inch water pipes to make the fences higher, and sections of old railway
tracks. Something about old railway sleepers had always appealed to him. The weight
and thickness of the old worn and scarred wood made you think of their past, a sort of
historical connection.
Steve knew he had some sort of a talent, a gift for mending things, putting things
together, and had always thought that one day he might have a go at doing something
with all the bits and pieces he’d collected out in the paddocks and in the piles of rubbish
behind the sheds. Forgotten things no one had wanted: rusted pieces of farm machinery,
wheels and chains, tackles, hooks, old, blackened, cast iron cooking pots, and even a
ram’s skull with curled horns, the colour of his nicotine stained fingers. Well they used
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to be, but since then he given it up, although he still kept the makings in the glove box
of the car, just in case.
He pulled over to look up the street directory, at the same time trying to place
where it was he had seen odds and ends made into ornaments or sculptures. Not having
your own place was a bit of a problem. His daughter-in-law was as nice as pie to him
but you could see her point of view about his old junk cluttering up the garage and his
son had told him straight out that he was a silly old fool. Anyway, there was not much
point in worrying about it now, he thought, as he pulled up outside the block of flats.
I’ve got a job to do.
As he approached the door he paused to look at the plants on the balcony. There
was something funny about them. Then he noticed the gumboots. There were two
distinct sizes; some small, the others big, like those he’d worn out in the paddocks when
it was muddy or raining. There’s an original mind at work here, he thought, as he
pushed the door buzzer and waited on the doorstep with a ready smile.
Mrs Ellis was a big disappointment to him. She was as skinny as a rake, with
white fluffy hair like a Pomeranian, and a shifty look in her eyes. He introduced himself
and stood patiently while she peered through the wire screen door at his laminated
badge, checking his photo against his face, and left him to cool his heels while she went
to fetch her glasses. After another surveillance check she undid the catch and opened
the door.
‘Come in, Mr Sharkey.’
‘Steve,’ he said. She hesitated, giving him a suspicious look before taking him
through to the kitchen to show him the tap.
‘It leaks,’ she said.
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‘So I see. Not a problem. I’ll have it fixed for you in no time.’
‘Thank you, Mr Sharkey,’ she said, and put the kettle on.
It was such an easy job, he felt it wasn’t quite right to take her money, but then
he would have to show the receipt and …
‘Would you like a cup of tea’?’ she was asking.
Mrs Ellis was pleased she had put an extra caddy spoon of tea in the pot because
the first thing he said was how nice it was to get a good, strong cup, and then, just as
she thought he might stay for a bit of a chat, the tea towel fell off the door of the fridge.
She had hung it over the postcards, very securely as she thought, but must have
dislodged it when she went to get the milk. He was on his feet in a moment; very
politely picking it up and attempting to put it back, while she found she was unable to
move. He noticed the Venus first of all.
‘That’s very beautiful,’ he said. ‘Italian, isn’t it?’
‘Yes, it is,’ she answered, now on her feet, taking it out of his hand and trying to
find a way of re-anchoring it. ‘Friends of mine, they’ve been there, well, they’re still
there. They send them to me, but there’s such a lot of dust … I like to cover them up.’
‘I wouldn’t do that,’ he said, ‘you’ve got quite a little art gallery here.
Then he saw Jupiter and Olympia. Being a sensitive man at heart he knew the
only thing to do was to pretend that he hadn’t.
‘Well, I’d better get going,’ he said.
‘Yes,’ Mrs Ellis replied, still clutching the tea towel as she handed him the
money from the drawer in the kitchen cupboard.
He wrote out the receipt, handed it to her with a serious face, thinking it best,
under the circumstances, not to smile. She seemed to be staring at her shoes but when
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she looked up to murmur another, ‘Thank you’, he realized he’d been wrong about her
eyes. They were certainly small but the look was nervous, rather than shifty, and he’d
take a bet on it that they had once been the colour his wife used to call periwinkle blue.
‘I see you’ve got a bit of mould on one of your plants out there,’ he said, just as
she was about to close the front door on him. ‘I’ve got some stuff that’ll get rid of it in a
jiffy. I could drop it in, if you like.’
She didn’t answer but she didn’t say no, and he left feeling that, taking
everything into account, he’d quite enjoyed his first day of work for the G.P.S.

TRAVELLING with the DUKE

195

EIGHTEEN

The unshaven man sitting opposite Jenny in the train compartment had been casting
furtive glances through the doorway ever since the train had pulled out of Florence
Railway Station. Suddenly, he grabbed his bag and darted out of his seat only moments
before the conductor arrived to check the tickets. When the conductor had left the
middle-aged woman who sat in the corner seat near the window, clutching a large,
battered handbag on her lap, stretched out her leg and poked the man seated opposite
her with her foot.
‘Umberto!’ she commanded with gentle authority. The man who looked weary
and preoccupied got up from his seat, went to the doorway, looked up and down the
corridor and returned to his seat, shaking his head. ‘Pover’ uomo,’ said the woman,
‘Non ha un biglietto.’
‘What’s happened?’ Jenny said to the young woman sitting next to her. ‘What
did she say?’
‘He does not have a ticket, poor fellow,’ she answered dispassionately. She was
dressed in jeans with an immaculately ironed shirt under a jacket, and wore a gold
necklace (her bella figura was beyond doubt) and had willingly accepted the role as
interpreter for the train journey. ‘I am a school teacher,’ she had said, indicating the pile
of examination papers she had been marking whenever there was a lull in the
conversation, ‘but English from a book is nothing. It will help me, and you will please
correct my pronunciation.’
‘Mio Dio!’ The woman in the corner said to them, ‘la vita può essere molto
dura.’ Jenny waited.
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‘Life can be very hard.’
‘Sì!’ said Jenny, nodding in agreement, although, in fact, she was very happy.
She was on her way to meet Katherine and by the time the train had reached Prato her
traveling companions knew: she was Australian, her daughter was staying in the
country with the parents of her friend who was a vet, she had a cat and two sons, and
was nervous about getting out at the right station. She did not mention Nelly (fearing
she would be judged as a negligent daughter) but a husband who was coming to Italy to
meet her at the Leaning Tower of Pisa was a great success. ‘Ah! La Torre Pendente di
Pisa! the couple had exclaimed. ‘Bellissima!’
And so the conversation flowed back and forth; from the heavily accented
Italian of the couple to the English translations, Jenny’s contributions, and the teacher’s
elegant Florentine. Jenny found herself involved in discussions about the Italian school
system, the Pope’s attitude to birth control, and the Italian birth rate.
As the train passed a large industrial zone on the outskirts of the next town the
man burst into a long passionate speech. ‘They are having a hard time,’ the teacher said
quietly to Jenny, ‘he is unemployed, he is very angry, but perhaps it is better not to
translate.’
‘Il nostro governo è pieno di stronzi!’ he boomed. His wife poked him again
with her foot. Jenny looked at the teacher.
‘Tell me,’ she said. The teacher hesitated but only for a moment.
‘Our government is full of turds. E vero,’ she added with a smile, ‘it’s true.’
‘Turds?’ said Jenny.
‘Sì.’
‘Stronzi?’
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‘Sì, sì!’ cried the man. ‘Brava signora! Stronzi grandissimi!’
They all laughed then settled down in companionable silence. The woman
nodded off until the mountains came into view, when her husband tapped her on the
shoulder and pointed to a village on a distant hilltop. He clasped his wife’s hand and
turning to Jenny was about to speak when suddenly the compartment was plunged into
darkness as the train entered a long tunnel. When it emerged the view of the mountains
had vanished and the man was lifting Jenny’s suitcase down from the luggage rack.
Signora,’ he said. ‘Arrivato!’
Katherine, who had been running along the platform, waving at every face in a
window, saw Jenny being helped down the steps with her luggage by a man who shook
Jenny’s hand warmly before climbing back on the train. Two women joined him in the
doorway, all of them smiling, calling to Katherine, ‘Ciao Caterina!’ as though they had
known her forever.
‘Una bella mamma!’ the man shouted as the train door closed.
‘Sì!’ said Katherine, hugging Jenny, ‘I have a beautiful mamma. You look
wonderful.’
‘Everything’s wonderful,’ Jenny said.
‘We have to catch a bus,’ Katherine said. ‘Do you mind?’
‘Of course not. I told you, everything’s wonderful.’
‘That’s Italy for you.’
‘No it’s not. It’s the Italians.’
‘Brava, mamma,’ said Katherine. “But you haven’t seen anything yet. Just wait
until you meet Marcello.’
*
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NINETEEN

Babs and Helen were walking down the steps of the Waterfront Gallery on their way to
the restaurant.
‘Don’t you think this New Media Art is a little cold?’ Babs asked.
‘It is definitely lacking in warmth,’ Helen replied.
‘That’s rather what I meant,’ Babs said tersely. Helen, irrepressibly goodnatured, smiled.
‘Do you think that man will mind if we share his table in the shade?’
‘He’d better not.’
Babs hurried ahead, leaving Helen hovering, watching as Babs surreptitiously
took her shoes off under the table and spread her gallery shopping bag dangerously
close to the man’s wine glass. The man moved the glass out of range as Helen sat down,
and thinking it best not to catch his eye she looked across to the large screen, suspended
over the entrance to the gallery, displaying changing montages of the video installations
in the exhibition.
‘I rather like to escape from technology,’ she eventually said. ‘I spend so much
time at home on my laptop, and since Arthur is less mobile we have cable TV. But
perhaps it’s a generation gap.’
‘No such thing,’ Babs snapped. ‘Everything just goes around and comes back.
Nothing’s new.’
‘I can’t agree with you there, dear,’ said Helen. ‘My grandson has one of those
video phones.’
‘So?’
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‘And an iPod.’
At that point the man got up and left the table.
‘That’s got rid of him,’ said Babs. ‘He’s probably got the lot, by the looks of
him. Now! I’ve brought Jenny’s postcards to show you.’
‘So have I,’ said Helen, and they both opened their handbags and brought out
bundles of cards. They laid them out on the table and gazed at the images they knew so
well. The only duplicate was the one of David.
‘But from a different angle,’ said Babs. ‘Mine is taken from the front.’
‘That would have been a deliberate choice,’ said Helen. Babs accepted it as a
compliment.
‘She is very apologetic about not getting in touch with the fountains,’ she said. ‘I
don’t remember the iron railings, do you?’
‘Perhaps we climbed over them,’ Helen said.
‘Perhaps.’ Babs picked up the post card of the Florence Cathedral. ‘It’s nice to
think it’s still there,’ she said wistfully.
‘Don’t be silly, dear,’ said Helen, but she knew what she meant.
‘I must say, I thought Jenny’s tone was a bit …’ Babs paused.
‘Forced.’
‘Well, yes. Almost as though she had to prove she was enjoying herself, seeing
all the right things’
‘And with a thank you, thank you, on every page. She was very prolific.’
‘Most of mine arrived altogether last week,’ said Babs. ‘Posted at quite different
times, of course.’ They reminisced about the vagaries of the Italian post, the days
before credit cards, the difficulties with travellers cheques and the time Babs was forced
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to stay in the cheapest possible pensione when her money was lost in the Italian banking
system.
‘I never had such a good time in my life,’ she said, laughing and wiping away a
tear. ‘I’ll tell you about it some time.’
‘Do you think you should, dear?’ Helen asked, knowing that she would.
At the same moment they both looked back at Jenny’s admirable choice of
beautiful, artistic post cards.
‘There’s something missing,’ said Helen, ‘perhaps because she’s worried about
her mother.’
‘Now there’s someone I’d like to meet,’ said Babs.
‘Let’s hope that you do,’ Helen said, thinking that at times Babs showed a
complete lack of sensitivity. She took a final look at her post cards before putting them
back in her bag.
‘Too much art and not enough life,’ she said, ‘and now Babs, I think we both
need a Campari and soda.’

*

Several weeks later they both received letters from Jenny.
Dear Helen (and Babs),
I’m sitting at a long wooden kitchen table looking out of the window
at a wonderful view of the mountains. Can you believe that I’ve
found Katherine, my daughter, and Marcello (the vet with the
wonderful eyes), along with his family, who say that they are happy
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to have found me. Heavens knows why - but they make me feel like
one of the family. But we haven’t found Nelly. I suppose I have to
admit that it was never even a possibility and I always knew it, but
somehow I believe that I couldn’t be so happy if anything was
wrong. I’ve just finished making cappelletti with Marcello’s mother they’re like tortellini but shaped like little hats. Mine are all skewwhiff. Anyway, she told Katherine to tell me not to worry because
there were times when she has wanted to run away herself. But she
has promised to pray to Saint Anthony (see letter to Babs). My
Florentine hair-do is on its way out and Katherine has made me buy
a pair of sturdy walking boots and the only art I’ve looked at since
I’ve been here is Katherine’s. I’ve enclosed some photos. She says
Marcello is her muse! More news soon. As always grazie, grazie
mille.
Love Jenny
Dear Babs (and Helen),
You will get some idea of this wonderful countryside from the photos
I’ve enclosed. It is cold but who cares – it’s so beautiful. And the
family and the food! Marcello’s parents are wonderfully frugal and
generous at the same time. Chestnut pancakes, their own chestnuts,
wine from their own vineyard – it’s really chianti but they’re not
allowed to call it that, something to do with Gov. regulations and
zones - porcini mushrooms that they picked on the mountain side
and dried in the sun and more and more. Then there are Katherine’s
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amazing paintings. (See enclosed photos). I can’t wait to find out
what you and Helen think of them. She says it’s Marcello who turned
her on but the funny old professor she was working with showed her
some inspiring works of art. She seems to have lost contact with him.
Pity. I don’t think we three ever discussed religion but I have at least
thought about it (a bit) since I’ve been here. So don’t be surprised
(or laugh) when you read this prayer to Saint Anthony re. Nelly.
Marcello translated it for me. I can’t pray myself but Marcello’s
mother is doing it for me. But I wanted you and Helen to know that
even though I’m having such a good time I haven’t forgotten why I
am here.
Dear Saint Anthony,
you are the patron of the poor and the helper of all who seek lost
articles. Help me to find the object I have lost so that I will be able
to make better use of the time I will gain for God's greater honour
and glory. Grant your gracious aid to all people who seek what they
have lost - especially those who seek to regain God's grace. Amen.
Mille grazie ancora - love Jenny.

*

Helen and Babs met at their favorite Italian cafe to discuss the letters. They sat
outside at the small tables that wobbled on the uneven footpath breathing in the traffic
fumes because it reminded them of Rome.
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‘She sounds much more …,’ Helen searched for the word.
‘Earthed,’ said Babs.
‘That’s right, walking boots and kitchen tables. She’s an incurable romantic.’
‘That doesn’t sound very romantic to me,’ said Babs, ‘but she’s obviously
happy.’
‘Obviously,’ said Helen with a far-away look in her eyes. ‘Chestnuts, wine and
porcini, how wonderful.’
‘I think I’m hungry,’ said Babs picking up the menu.
Helen insisted on ordering a bottle of Chianti.
‘I had an aunt who prayed to Saint Anthony when she lost her canary,’ Babs said
after her second glass. ‘Every morning she’d get up, go down on her knees and pray and
then she’d run out into the garden calling, ‘Georgie, come home!’
‘And he did?’
‘On the third day. Flew into her hands!’
‘What a wonderful story.’
‘What’s more she was a Methodist.’ Babs burst into laughter and filled Helen’s
glass. ‘Come on,’ she said, ‘you’re lagging behind. Let’s talk about these paintings.’
Katherine’s paintings were a series of landscapes in vivid colours with azure
blue skies, brilliant green chestnut and pine trees, red, yellow and purple vegetables,
grape vines, and fields of sienna coloured grass dotted with red poppies. In every
painting there was an abundance of brown cows and the solitary figure of a naked
young man with wild curly black hair and luminous, mahogany-coloured eyes. There
were cows spread-eagled on the ground, cows with their legs in the air, shy cows with
salmon-pink udders peered though the long grass, and cows wearing garlands of
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sunflowers standing in a long line, smiling, their upright tails brushing the clouds in the
sky. With the clumsy perspective and simple images the paintings seemed deceptively
childlike and innocent. But they were strikingly direct and powerful.
Helen and Babs finished the Chianti, gathered up the photos and sat in silence
smiling at each other.
‘Well,’ said Babs, ‘let’s hear it.’
Helen spoke slowly, choosing her words carefully. ‘Spirited, flamboyant, witty
with a strong emotional impact,’ she said. ‘And you?’
‘Absolutely fabulous.’
They left it at that, and sat contently, thinking their own thoughts, while they
waited for their taxi. Later that evening Helen rang Babs.
‘I was wondering,’ she said tentatively. ‘You remember that friend of yours who
runs a little gallery in Double Bay? The little German with the goatee beard.’
‘He’s Polish dear, but don’t worry, I’ve already spoken to him.’

*
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TWENTY

There was an air of disquiet in Ponteremo. It was said to be the coldest winter in
memory, the roads were icy, and the barometer continued to rise. Still, there was no
sign of snow. The two boys who had come off their motor scooters at the hairpin bend
on the road to Monteriano wore their plaster casts with bravado, while their parents over
indulged them, remembering, but never mentioning, the fatal accident of three years
ago. Church attendances dropped and the Professor’s classes at the circolo were
cancelled. Why would anyone choose to trudge up the steep, slippery ramp to the cold
piazza when Roberto, with his disregard for money, and his pride in the sanctity of the
bar, would heap more wood on the fire, and on a particularly bleak day bring out the
grappa gratis? It was the only place to be and much cheaper than staying at home.
There were no complaints from the women; it was best for everyone if the men
grumbled in each other’s company, and, in any case, if needed they were easy to find.
For Nelly it was a new experience. She could never have imagined being so
cold, but had bought a thermal spencer and long underwear from the market in
Monteriano, and one of the large extravagant fur hats with ear muffs that had appeared,
piled high on a table, along with amber beads, shapeless underwear, and other exotica
from Eastern Europe. The old men, who had eventually forgiven her disruptive entrance
at the circolo, took a fancy to the hat, taking turns in trying it on, laughing and admiring
themselves, until someone mentioned the Russian front, and the conversation veered off
to stories about the war. Those who had been too young to fight boasted of their
youthful recklessness when they had fooled around with undetonated cartridges that had
lain scattered over the mountainsides. There were scars to show for it and a missing
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finger. But, as with the fatal scooter accident, there was an unspoken sadness for those
who had not lived to reminisce in their old age.
Nelly was aware of the undercurrents. It was as though Ponteremo was suffering
from a communal headache that could only be cured by a dramatic drop in the
atmospheric pressure. Only Giovanni was untroubled. He had acquired a new dignity
since many of his art works now hung on the walls of the bar; mostly sketches or water
colours of olive trees, grand old trees with dark, gnarled and twisted trunks, contrasting
with the light, silver-green leaves. But after Gianna’s reaction to his most recent work
he was out of sorts with himself and in tune with the others. As he explained, it was his
grandson who had ‘loosened him up’ by offering to lend him his tubes of bright acrylic
paint. The result was a painting of a vibrant, disturbing tree with a multi-coloured,
tortured trunk and an asp hanging from an upper branch. Gianna was furious. Not only,
she claimed, did the sight of it cause her extreme anguish but it was an insult to the
family name.
‘You can see her point,’ said someone who remembered the fate of her father.
This led to an impassioned speech by Giovanni on artistic freedom and how censorship
was an invention of the bourgeoisie.
‘She has his look,’ Enzo remarked ominously and the rest of the afternoon was
spent repeating stories of the dark days of Dino Fenoglio before the building of the
pizza oven. But Gianna insisted and the painting was taken down. She then became
increasingly insistent about any number of things: boots and shoes were to be more
thoroughly wiped before entering the bar, there were to be no anchovies on any of
Roberto’s pizzas and no credit. Nelly was out of favour. Had she not turned down an
excellent opportunity by discouraging the attentions of the Professor? Roberto, who
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had been ordered to take over the morning dispensation of the zabaglione (although
Gianna stood beside him snapping instructions), was clearly a worried man. He smiled
more often than was normal or necessary, even as he tried to keep the peace when
arguments broke out over a card game. Giovanni was accused of cheating, and then
forgiven when he claimed he had developed a nervous stomach as a result of the stress
caused by la signora capricciosa, as he had taken to calling Gianna. And so it went on.
The new mortadella was judged to be the worst ever tasted, the only stranger to enter
the bar in weeks was bitten by a spider, and Enzo alleged that there were mouse
droppings under his slice of salami.
As the story of that winter in Ponteremo was recounted over the years it was
assumed that the intensity of the cold and the uneasy atmosphere were exaggerated.
After all, any folk tale worth listening to began with things being out of order. Grim
realism was necessary as a point of departure for the events that followed. In Ponteremo
there was no longer dire need or hunger but the exceptional cold, unfortunate incidents
and tension were accepted as contemporary alternatives. It was a simple story with a
happy ending.

On the coldest winter night in living memory, gloom and
despondency had settled on Ponteremo. Friends squabbled
over trifling matters, harsh words were spoken and the dogs
of the village turned in restless circles, snarling at their own
shadows on the wall. Strange insects, never seen before,
scurried out of the logs on the fire and the old grey owl, who
lived in the church bell tower, was found stiff and frozen on
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the ground. That night the people of Ponteremo went to their
beds with heavy hearts and fear of what tomorrow would
bring.
To their surprise, they woke the next morning untroubled
and full of joy. Opening their windows, calling to their
neighbors, running out into the street they exclaimed at the
beauty of the dazzling white world that lay before them. The
snow had fallen at last. The church bells were ringing and that
evening it was announced that Signora Gianna Fenoglio of the
Albergo Antica del Borgo was pregnant.
Of course, the depth of both the despondency and the snow increased as the tale
was told over the years, and at some stage Nelly entered the story as a variation on a
Fairy Godmother.
From that day on, it was said, the woman who spoke
English, sang like an angel and barked like a dog, accepted
her fate and lived happily ever after in Ponteremo.

*

It snowed for three days. The roads to the smaller villages were closed, the bus
to Monteriano was cancelled and many people were inconvenienced but the news about
Gianna spread quickly and no one complained. Great attention was paid to the shaking
of coats and wiping of boots before entering the bar, and the broken saucer for tips that
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had been empty for years (except for the times it was used as an ashtray) gradually
filled with small coins. ‘It won’t last,’ said Gianna who had regained her cynicism with
her good humour.
Nelly knew that once the weather improved it would be time to do something
about making a decision. But her Italian did not stretch to any expressions of
uncertainty - could, should, would or might were quite beyond her – and so she said
nothing. Gianna watched and waited. She had adopted an air of disapproval ever since Il
Professore had stopped coming to the bar. Surely Nelly understood that her destiny had
been determined from the moment she had knocked on the door of the albergo. But as a
story unfolded there were certain steps to be taken, opportunities to grasp and decisions
to make about possible variations. Gianna saw herself as the narrator, intervention was
possible, and guided by the Tuscan proverb “The tale is not beautiful if nothing is added
to it” she decided to take things in hand. When Nelly eventually brought up the subject
of vacating her room at the end of winter she pretended not to understand. She showed
her a list of possible names for the baby, made a point of sitting with her feet up and
readily accepted any offers of help, offers she had firmly refused in the past. Nelly
busied herself chopping vegetables, stirring the sauce, occasionally helping behind the
bar and wondered if she dare ask Roberto to teach her how to work the coffee machine.
She became too happily preoccupied with life as it was to worry about decision-making
and was delighted to find her Italian was improving rapidly.
One morning Gianna knocked on Nelly’s door and handed her an envelope.
‘Una lettera,’ she said curtly and left.
Nelly sat on her bed and opened the envelope. Inside were a note and a
handwritten menu.
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Cara Nellina
Tonight Bruno and I are serving a dinner in remembrance of the
birthday of Bruno’s late grandmother. We would both be very
pleased if you could join us. Roberto has agreed to guide you to
Bruno’s house. We will, of course, escort you home.
6.00 pm Casa Bruno.
And scrawled at the bottom of the page:
Please come!
Enrico
Nelly had not spoken a word to Enrico for several weeks following what she
classified as the ‘second incident’. Out of habit she looked up to the now empty space
where the Duke had hung on the wall above the bidet.
‘Why not!’ she said.

*
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TWENTY ONE

The ‘second incident’ had begun with a phone call from the Questura, the police station
in Monteriano. Nelly was to present herself with her passport the next morning. By the
time the message had been relayed to her via Bruno she once again became the centre of
attention. Whether she had gone up or down in their estimation remained a mystery to
her. Enrico, who much to her annoyance was now accepted in the bar as an occasional
card player, was delegated to take charge of the situation. He was surprisingly efficient.
‘Have you been here more than three months?’ he asked.
Nelly nodded, ‘Yes.’
‘It will be a visa problem. Don’t worry, there are ways around it.’
But Nelly was worried. There seemed to be a confusing over-supply of police
forces in Italy, each wearing a different uniform. She was unconcerned about those who
stood in the middle of the traffic waving wooden lollipops, or the dashing motor cycle
police in their extraordinarily tight riding pants. It was the ones (or twos, it was always
a pair) with red stripes down their pants and startlingly white thick strapped gun belts
she found disturbing. They were far too handsome, self-consciously so, and it was one
of Nelly’s firm beliefs never to trust a man who was over assured of his good looks.
To her relief the uniforms of the two policemen at the Questura were
unremarkable, as was their appearance. Above all they gave the impression of being
overwhelmingly bored. They looked impassively at Enrico as he introduced himself, in
what Nelly thought was a very arrogant manner, placing great emphasis on the
‘professore’. He had insisted on her linking her arm in his, to give an impression of
familiarity, or familiarità as he put it (to tone it down, thought Nelly). Not
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understanding a word, she clung awkwardly to Enrico’s arm, occasionally being forced
to let go when he made extravagant hand gestures. At first, the police appeared to be off
hand and then authoritative and aggressive. Nelly was becoming increasingly nervous
when suddenly they broke into laughter, shook Enrico’s hand and with exaggerated
courtesy escorted Nelly to the door.
‘Arrivederci, signora.’
Enrico nudged her.
‘Arrivederci,’ she said, ‘and grazie, grazie mille.’
Enrico nudged her again.
‘Enough,’ he whispered, and quickly guided her out through the door.
They walked a few steps down the road before he said, ‘You will have to go to
Florence. But there’s no need to be concerned, I will go with you.’
Nelly stopped walking and let go of his arm.
‘Never!’ Her eyes were flashing and for a moment Enrico thought she might hit
him with her handbag. ‘Never!’
One of the policemen poked his head out of the door of the police station. ‘You
must stop it,’ Enrico said under his breath, ‘wait here and calm down. I’ll be back in a
moment.’ With one eye on Nelly he walked back to the policeman and spoke to him in
a quiet, confidential tone.
‘La signora è eccessivamente emotiva,’ he said, managing to convey that the
disturbance was of an intimate nature to be treated with the utmost discretion.
‘Ah!’ The policeman nodded knowingly, tapping the side of his nose with his
finger. He gave a gave a man-to-man wink of approval and went back into the station.
There was a spring in Enrico’s step as he walked back to Nelly.
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‘There is no need to apologise,’ he said, with a solicitous smile.
‘I had no intention of doing so,’ said Nelly, ‘but I need a cup of coffee.’

*

At La Tazza D’Oro the Pratolini brothers were delighted, if surprised, to see
them. This led to a whispered conversation behind the bar. The dwarf, who was finding
it difficult to hear from his bar stool, asked them to speak up, explaining that, as the
signora clearly had not mastered the subtleties of the Italian language she would have
no idea what they were talking about, and the professor was obviously too preoccupied
to pay any attention. It was agreed that the order of two short black coffees with grappa
suggested that she had developed a deeper understanding of the Italian way of life, but
then, as the younger brother pointed out, it could indicate that she was being led astray.
The elder brother maintained that the improvement in the professor’s appearance in no
way discounted the fact that he could be an elderly gigolo. The dwarf agreed. The
younger brother’s story of the family friend, who, in her old age, had been rejected by a
man whose courtship had lasted a life-time, was only given credence once it became
clear that the signora was noticeably distressed.
Enrico was, in fact, explaining the finer points of Italian bureaucracy to Nelly,
who finally recognised the need to go to Florence and reluctantly accepted his offer to
accompany her.

*
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The stationmaster at Monteriano was preparing himself to announce the
imminent arrival of the seven thirty am train to Florence. Taking his hat down from the
peg on the wall, he stood in front of the large railway clock, knowing from experience
that by standing at a certain angle he could catch his reflection in the glass. After setting
his cap at its most official angle he waited precisely two minutes before making his
entrance onto the platform. There was a sharp wind blowing from the mountains but he
found the ceremony most enjoyable on these mornings when his voice rang out clearly
in the cold, winter air. As he expected there was no response from his familiar audience
of students who were well aware that, unless there were exceptional circumstances, the
train for Florence would arrive, as always, at Platform 1, and as the arrival of a train
from the south, on Platform 2, only required the passengers to turn and face in the
opposite direction, it was unlikely that there would be any moments of great urgency.
But this morning he was pleased to discover a neatly dressed, elderly couple who paid
attention and appeared to appreciate his performance. Such moments were rare. Only
too soon he would be taking off his hat, unbuttoning his coat and returning to the
sporting pages of La Stampa and his less challenging role behind the ticket counter. The
students clambered onto the train, throwing their large, bulging satchels onto the
luggage racks. Like troops leaving for the front, Nelly thought, feeling a pang of envy
for their youthful exuberance because her knee was hurting after climbing the steep
steps of the train.
The station master blew his whistle, touched his cap to Nelly, who was waving
from the doorway, leaving Enrico to hurry ahead to claim two seats as far away from
the students as possible. He stretched out his legs and closed his eyes as the train pulled
out of the station. Nelly took out The Scarlet Pimpernel, her latest book from the
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English selection in the Monteriano library. After reading a few pages she turned to
look out of the window. The plain, stuccoed houses with green shutters and the bare
gardens and vineyards were unexciting but in the distance a hilltop town would
regularly come into view, with a cluster of pencil pines, a church tower and the
occasional ruined fortress or castle, seemingly placed to remind the traveller that this,
indeed, was Tuscany. It felt like a lifetime since she had traced her finger around the
curling yellow roads of Pino’s map and she was pricked by a sense of guilt. But only for
a moment. After all, she was off to Florence to lay a ghost in the company of a man
who was proving to be useful and (she had to admit) who she was almost taking for
granted.
She went back to her book. Lady Blakeney was about to be rescued by the
Scarlet Pimpernel.
“ ‘But I cannot walk Percy,’ she cried helplessly, as, trying to struggle to her
tired feet, she found she could not stand.
‘I will carry you my dear,’ he said simply, and his arms, still strong in spite of
his exhaustion, lifted Marguerite as gently as if she had been a feather. ”
‘Rubbish!’ exclaimed Nelly, closing the book.
‘Not at all,’ said Enrico, who had been poking around in an old, black vinyl
shopping bag crammed with books and papers. He pulled out a dog-eared manila folder.
‘I thought this might entertain you. I noticed that you were interested in the works of
Piero della Francesca.’ For a moment Nelly had no idea what he was talking about. She
smiled vaguely, her mind racing, then realized it must be the Duke. He must have seen
the portrait in her room when he had taken her upstairs on the night of the musicale.
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‘Oh, yes,’ she said with studied casualness. His portrait of the Duke of Urbino
has always been a great favourite of mine.’
‘Ah!’ said Enrico, ‘Federico di Montefeltro, in uomo straordinario.’
Nelly gave him one of her coolest looks. He was encroaching on what she
considered a purely personal matter. Besides she knew very little about the real Duke,
or the works of Piero della Francesca but had no intention of admitting to it.
‘It seems we have something in common,’ he was saying, as he took a sheaf of
grubby papers from the folder and placed them on his lap. ‘This is an article of mine, a
literary collage, one could say, layering history and biography with an analysis of the
painting.’ He opened the first page and read, ‘Firenze, 1978.’
‘That was a long time ago,’ said Nelly, wondering why he was still carrying it
around with him.
‘It was,’ he said wistfully. ‘But the image of the Duke remains amazingly
popular with a wide range of people. To some extent, one could say it has become part
of the immagginario collettivo. That is, the collective imagination,’ he added seeing her
bristle. ‘The postcards at the Uffizi sell at a phenomenal rate,’ he continued in a rather
pompous manner. ‘I have studied the statistics assiduously.’
‘Well, there you go,’ Nelly said.
‘Perhaps,’ he said, picking up the folder, ‘you would like to read it?’
‘Not now, thank you Enrico,’ she said with the sweetest of smiles, ‘I am, as they
say, otherwise engaged,’ and with that she went back to The Scarlet Pimpernel.

*
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Nelly stood at the door of the train waiting for Enrico who had forgotten his
black shopping bag. Florence Railway Station, considered to be a prime example of
Italian Fascist architecture, appeared to have changed little over the years and now, as
before, she could not understand what all the fuss was about. She had always imagined
Mussolini himself supervising the construction of the station; standing, hands on hips,
jaw jutting out, shouting at the workers, demanding that they build a masterpiece of
rationalism to symbolise his new Italy - the Italy that had collapsed and was only
pulling itself up by its bootstraps when she had arrived all those years ago.
Now prosperity was in the air. No one was carrying boxes tied up with string or
parcels of cheese and salami, there were few porters touting for business and the
wheeled luggage of the well-dressed passengers appeared to follow them effortlessly
like faithful dogs. Only the overtired, intrepid backpackers suggested that travel could
still be a difficult adventure. As she stepped down from the train she realised that, if
anything, she was exceptionally calm, unlike Enrico, who seemed to be over excited
about finding his bag, and was talking too much as they walked down the platform to
the concourse.
Nelly wanted to think. It was only a matter of weeks since she had taken the
portrait of the Duke down from the hook over the bidet and put it behind the wardrobe
and now she intended to treat her unexpected return to Florence as a form of therapy.
She had never told anyone about those lonely days of disillusionment in Florence when
she and Jenny would arrive back at the pensione after spending the afternoon sitting
quietly in the Cathedral overawed by the immensity of the dome, or from the Boboli
Gardens where they could escape from the crowds and the traffic to play hide and seek
behind the statues or run down the long, pebbled paths between the avenues of trees.
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She had been ashamed to admit, even to herself, that although she had sharpened her
wits and learnt to make the best of things a resentment had settled on her, stayed with
her, and held her back ever since she had left with Jenny on the train to Rome.
Enrico was still talking and she stood still for a moment, pretending to adjust the
strap on her bag, while she looked around, searching for something that would jolt her
into an emotional connection with the past. She had decided it was what she needed,
like getting back on a horse after a fall. It was only when she sighted the tabacchi shop
that an image flashed into her mind. A young, dark-haired woman, tears streaming
down her face, holding the hand of a small child, running for a train. It was not the way
she remembered it at all and hearing Enrico calling to her she came down to earth and
was forced to admit that she was making it up from remembered scraps of old movies
that he would have said were part of the collective imagination. The image had been in
black and white and the woman was Anna Magnani.
‘Fa presto!’ called Enrico.

*

The queue outside the Questura stretched along the footpath from the double
doors guarded by two carabinieri. They were taking their job seriously, only narrowly
opening the doors to allow one or two people in at a time, firmly sending those who
broke from the line back to their places and ignoring the emotional outbursts in
languages they showed no interest in trying to understand. There was no need. It was
the language of desperation. Amongst those who waited with quiet resignation were the
tall African men, in their long kaftans, standing head and shoulders above the rest,
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wearing the same enigmatic expressions Nelly had seen when they stood in the streets
of Monteriano selling cigarette lighters and small packets of paper tissues.
‘What are they waiting for?’ she asked Enrico.
‘Immigration papers,’ he said abruptly. ‘Follow me, look confident and don’t
say a word.’
He went straight up to the carabinieri at the door, and spoke volubly in the same
manner he had used at the Questura in Monteriano. Nelly turned her face away from the
queue and stuck her nose in the air.
One of the carabinieri disappeared inside, the other with, ‘Entri, professore,’ let
them in.
Enrico quickly guided her past another group of people in a bleak, sparsely
furnished lobby and turned into a corridor where the other carabiniere was waiting
outside a closed door. He knocked, directed them in and left. The officer sitting behind
a large, ornate wooden desk seemed not at all surprised to see them. He wearily
dismissed the agitated man who stood before him and looked Nelly and Enrico up and
down in silence. It was all over in a few minutes. After polite preliminaries from Enrico
the officer held out a well-manicured hand to Nelly and asked for her passport. He laid
it open on his desk, gave a cursory glance, and stamped it with a flamboyant display of
benevolent authority.
When they were outside Nelly did not say a word. She walked ahead of Enrico,
turned into the first bar she came to and ordered a coffee, refusing to turn around to see
if he had followed. In a moment he was beside her.
‘Don’t shout, Nelly,’ he said.
‘Have I said a word?’
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‘Well, when you do, don’t shout.’
Suddenly, it was he who was shouting, in Italian. It seemed to Nelly that he
would never stop, but he did, with ‘al diavolo’as he banged his fist on the bar. The bar
man looked up, Enrico looked embarrassed and walked out. ‘Andiamo!’ he called to
Nelly. Keeping one eye on him, Nelly finished her coffee, rolled her eyes at the bar man
and walked slowly out to Enrico who was waiting on the footpath.
‘Do you want to stay in Italy?’ he asked. He was still angry but quietly so.
‘Yes,’ she replied.
‘Then do not complain about the Italian way of doing things.’
‘I didn’t.’
‘It was as plain as the eyes in your head.’
‘Nose on your face.’
‘Nose. What nose?’
‘You said eyes, the English expression is, nose …’ He cut her off.
‘Does it matter?’
‘Not a bit.’
Nelly was unsure if she was about to laugh or cry. She found a tissue in her bag
and blew her nose, before asking, ‘Did you bribe them?’
‘It proved to be unnecessary.’
There was a moment of silence.
‘Are you hungry?’
‘Very.’
‘Mangiamo!’ he said, and this time he was the one who walked off, leaving her
to follow.
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Although Nelly’s experience with men was minimal she knew they needed to be
fed at regular intervals, and she did her best to catch up and keep pace with him as he
hurried along narrow side streets and under dark archways eventually arriving at a
small, crowded bar with tables in one corner. There was not a tourist in sight, only
Florentines who appeared to be regular customers, efficiently ordering plates of pasta,
eating quickly, and then leaving. Nelly watched Enrico as he stood in the queue at the
cashier to place their orders. He fits in, she thought, not as well dressed as the other
Italian men but with a certain flair. At that moment she had no difficulty in imagining
him as a young man, and the fact that he was bumbling around in Ponteremo, spending
his time with the old men at the circolo, seemed absurd.
‘What happened to that black hat you bought in the market?” she asked when he
returned to the table. ‘The one you were wearing that day at the Tazza D’Oro.’
‘I lost it,’ he replied, taking a large mouthful of lasagne.
When they had finished eating Enrico looked at his watch then took out a train
timetable.
‘I would suggest that we stay in Florence for dinner …’ he paused. ‘I am
inviting you to dinner. We could still catch the last train to Monteriano, leaving at …’
he checked the timetable, ‘nine o’clock and Bruno has assured me he would be happy to
pick us up from the station. Va bene?’
‘Sì,’ Nelly said, ‘Grazie.’
‘My pleasure, Nelly,’ he said, ‘and now, I would like to spend the rest of the
afternoon in the library.’ Nelly was taken aback. ‘It is very near to here,’ he added,
‘and I take it from your …’ he hesitated, ‘your remarks outside the Questura in
Monteriano that you have been to Florence before.’
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‘I have,’ Nelly said quickly.
‘So you have no need for a guide, that is, of me.’
‘Not at all.’
‘Good. I have a map,’ he said, searching unsuccessfully in his pockets, ‘but I
seem to have mislaid it. There is, of course, the Uffizi, I could point you in the right
direction.’
‘I think not.’
‘No? Well, Nelly, do whatever pleases you.’ He stood up, obviously anxious to
leave.
‘Where will I find you?’ she asked, hoping that she sounded more confident than
she felt.
‘Ah!’ he said, ‘a good question. The steps of the Duomo! No! It will be too
cold. Inside, that’s it, much better. Inside the Duomo at six o’clock.’
‘Ciao,’ said Nelly, then called after him. ‘Your bag!’ He came back and stood
looking at it for a moment before picking it up. He knows, thought Nelly, how silly it
looks. He was smiling.
‘A present from Bruno,’ he said, ‘it belonged to his grandmother.’ Nelly
laughed.
‘Ciao, Nellina!’ he said and was off, out the door.

*

Nelly went to the cupboard-sized toilet in the corner of the bar, surprised, as
always, to find herself face to face with a man in a suit who was using the communal
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hand basin. Waiting until he was out of sight she looked at herself in the mirror
knowing it was useless trying to see herself as others saw her. It was something she had
stopped thinking about a long time ago. But perhaps, when the shops opened, a new hat
might liven her up a bit. No, a hat in Florence would be too expensive. Should she
wander around the streets searching for the pensione, the street corner where she had
humiliated herself, or sit alone in the Boboli Gardens? It might be therapeutic … but it
was too cold. As she combed her hair and adjusted her scarf she caught herself smiling,
and realised something that was instantly obvious. She had been forcing herself to
remember, to take a step backwards. It would be much easier to get on with things as
they were. She had a whole afternoon in Florence to do what she liked, to go where she
pleased, an evening to spend having dinner with a man, silly and difficult as he was, and
tonight, with a freshly stamped passport, she would be back in Ponteremo. What she
decided to do was to go back to the table in the now nearly empty bar, order a pot of
English Breakfast Tea and finish The Scarlet Pimpernel.
Marguerite looked round her eagerly at the tall cliffs, the lonely hut,
the great stretch of rocky beach. Somewhere there, above or below
her, behind a boulder or inside a crevice, but still hidden from her
longing, feverish eyes, must be the owner of that voice which once
used to irritate her, but now could make her the happiest woman in
Europe, if only she could locate it.
“Percy! Percy!” she shrieked hysterically, tortured between
doubt and hope, “I am here! Come to me! Where are you? Percy!
Percy!”
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Few customers were expected in the bar after lunch until the city came alive
again in the late afternoon. The waiters tidied up in a desultory way, taking time out for
a coffee and a cigarette, and it was some time before they noticed Nelly, still at the
corner table, fast asleep over her book. They did their best not to wake her. It was only
when the coffee machine began to hiss, and cups and glasses clinked behind the bar that
she woke with a start to find a smiling young waiter serving her with a fresh pot of tea.

*

Enrico arrived at the Duomo only five minutes late. It seemed the only thing he
had lost in the library was his air of vague distraction. He was alert and enthusiastic as
he strode with Nelly through the nave and stood with his back to the altar expounding
on the wonders of Brunelleschi’s dome.
‘Fantastico! Fantastico!’ he exclaimed, oblivious to the fact that his voice was
echoing through the vast space, taking it over and obliterating, for Nelly, any lingering
remnants of memories from the past. As they left, she paused at the top of the steps to
watch the steady stream of people heading towards the Corso for their evening
passeggiata. Three boys in tight jeans and leather jackets were standing beside her,
laughing, nudging each other and calling to a group of girls who came running up the
steps to join them. ‘Buona sera, signora,’ they said to Nelly as though she had every
right to be there. ‘Buona sera,’ Nelly called back to them as she hurried down the steps
to where Enrico was waiting for her.
He was obviously hungry again. He refused to promenade at a leisurely pace
along the Corso, or look in the shop windows on the Ponte Vecchio but walked
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resolutely through the crowd until they turned down a narrow side street and arrived at
the restaurant. The middle-aged waiter standing just inside the door, with a white
napkin draped over his arm, recognised Enrico immediately. Nelly was impressed.
There were genuine signs of affection between them; a young boy was called from the
kitchen, proudly introduced and encouraged to shake hands (after wiping his own on his
apron) and then, with effortless dignity the waiter dropped his familiar tone and
escorted them to the dining room.
For Nelly it was perfect. Simple and unpretentious with a high vaulted,
Renaissance ceiling, it seemed assured of its Florentine authenticity. A large, wooden
sideboard was set against the wall next to the kitchen and the starched, white tablecloths
were the whitest Nelly had ever seen. Picking up the corner she rubbed it between her
fingers while pretending to listen to Enrico itemising the books he had found in the
library. How little we know about each other, she thought, but decided not to ask any
questions, to enjoy herself, and leave it at that. She sat up straight in the high backed
chair smiling at the young boy who was peering at them through the round window in
the kitchen door. The food was plain and delicious; they drank the house wine until the
cake trolley was wheeled to the table when they were presented with a complimentary
glass of Vino Santo. Enrico’s eyes lit up at the sight of the layered cakes with custard
and cream but Nelly found she was remembering the desperation of people in the queue
outside the Questura. She was tempted to say something to Enrico (it was all becoming
a bit too cosy) but looking at the waiter smiling patiently with the silver server poised in
his hand she decided to do nothing that might in any way spoil his evening. She took a
large slice of cake and a second glass of the sweet wine. It was only when she noticed
Enrico trying to stifle a yawn that she admitted to feeling tired, allowing him to pretend
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they were leaving for her sake. Outside it was bitterly cold. They agreed to take a taxi
rather than walk and arrived at the station to find it deserted except for two backpackers
in sleeping bags propped up against a wall, and a disgruntled railway employee standing
near the closed ticket office. He pulled a wry face and shrugged his shoulders.
‘Uno sciopero,’ he said, ‘ventiquattro ore.’
‘Sciopero!’ Enrico exclaimed. ‘A strike,’ he said to Nelly. ‘A twenty four hour
strike. Cazzo!’ he cursed under his breath. Nelly was feeling confused and deeply
worried about the possibility of another capogiro.
‘No trains,’ she said feebly to the railway man.
‘Niente.’ He turned away with a shrug of his shoulders and disappeared into the
distance. Nelly moved across to sit on the ice cold, steel barrier in front of the stationary
trains. Enrico was shouting again, swearing his head off (that was obvious). She sat
shaking with the cold, listening to his voice ringing out in the silence of the empty
station. Through half closed eyes she watched him, pacing, shouting, flapping his arms
like a duck, and then he was gone. I wonder, she thought, if I would freeze to death if I
lay down. But he was back, they were in a taxi, he was fumbling in his pockets saying
cazzo again. It is becoming a habit, thought Nelly as she wrapped her scarf over her
head and went to sleep.
The reception lobby in the pensione was warm, a glass of hot, sweet liquid had
revived her, but Nelly was in no state to argue about the only available room which,
from what she could understand, was in some way matrimonial.
Enrico had sworn (this time on the head of his mother) that it was the only room
he could find under the circumstances. He had no money left to go further in the taxi, he
knew the parents of the woman who was running the pensione, therefore, his word
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would be accepted, and … it was a long complicated story ending with his declaration
that he would sleep in a chair.
‘I have slept many a night in less comfortable places,’ he lied, as they went up to
their room, squashed together like sardines, in a lift the size of a broom cupboard.
Nelly did not care. She sat on the bed matrimoniale, pulled off her shoes, threw
them across the room, narrowly missing Enrico, and climbed into bed.
‘Here!’ she said, throwing him a pillow. She lay on her back, watching as he
found a spare blanket in the wardrobe, placed it and the pillow on the chair next to the
small desk under the window, and took a torch and some folders from his black bag.
‘I will read for a while,’ he said and switched off the main light.
Even though the shutters were closed a green neon light could be seen flashing
on and off outside the window, intermittently illuminating Enrico as he crept quietly to
stand at the foot of her bed. Nelly kept one eye open, as he moved to the side and patted
the bedclothes into the small of her back.
‘Are you all right Nelly?’ he whispered.
‘Yes thank you, Sir Percy,’ she answered, as she fell asleep.

*
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TWENTY TWO

Nelly woke early to the sound of motor scooters, roller doors opening and voices in the
street. Church bells were ringing and she felt surprisingly well. There was another noise
in the room, a dull, purring sound. Stretching out her legs she felt a heavy weight on her
feet. She propped herself up on her elbow to discover Enrico curled up at the bottom of
the bed like the faithful dog at the feet of a knight on his marble tomb. He was wrapped
in the bed cover and snoring. She tip-toed across to the bathroom, decided not to flush
the toilet and to merely splash her face with cold water and go out for breakfast. After
some difficulty finding her shoes she put on her coat and opened the shutters just
enough to see where she was. It was a long way down to the busy street and the window
was almost on eye level with a neon light, no longer flashing, but clearly saying Bar
Agostino. Enrico was still snoring but he had stirred, uncovering one foot in a sock with
two toes sticking out through a large hole. She covered him with the blanket, wrote a
note and seeing the manila folder he had shown her on the train lying on the table, she
picked it up thinking it would be a break from The Scarlet Pimpernel as something to
read over breakfast.

*

Bar Agostino was crowded and when the waiter behind the bar saw Nelly
perched on a stool attempting to eat a croissant, drink a cappuccino and balance a
manila folder on her knee he escorted her to a small table tucked in a corner and
brought her a chair. I must look dreadful, she thought, remembering she had forgotten
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to brush her hair, but it has worked to my advantage. She opened the dog-eared folder
and began to read the faded typescript of Enrico’s article. It was heavy going after The
Scarlet Pimpernel but she persevered. It would be impossible to explain to a man like
Enrico that she had invented a character for the Duke that had little to do with historical
fact or any real knowledge of the Italian Renaissance. It had, after all, been merely a
matter of expediency.
It had started out as a barbed joke when, all those years ago, after visiting the
Uffizi Gallery, she had pinned the print behind the door of the pensione in Florence.
‘He’s someone to talk to,’ she had said to Stephen, her husband, as he set out on one of
his mysterious excursions with his sketchbook, leaving her and Jenny alone. ‘Florence!
City of Art!’ he would exclaim as he hurried off leaving an inadequate amount of
money on the bedside table. He had also taken to wearing a ridiculous assortment of
hats: a beret one day, a woollen cap the next, as though he was never quite sure who he
was pretending to be. Nelly refused to challenge him assuming that he was having grave
doubts (as she did) about his artistic talents. But she had known that one of them had
made an error of judgement. In her heart she had known from the moment she had seen
him standing in the doorway with the Borsalino pulled too far down over one eye and
on quite the wrong angle. It was a travesty of taste, something she had always
considered a prerequisite for anyone who claimed to be an artist. Often she had
wondered if that was the reason she had taken such a liking to Piero della Francesca’s
portrait. The Duke of Urbino certainly knew how to wear a hat.

*

TRAVELLING with the DUKE

230

She flipped through the article until she came to a page illustrated with the
portrait. Enrico’s prose was flowery and convoluted but she managed to learn that the
Duke was an up-market mercenary who made a lot of money for himself and his state of
Urbino, who had been prepared to change sides whenever it was convenient, and was a
man to be reckoned with on the political front. Emphasis was placed on his disabilities:
the lost eye, the broken nose (both damaged in a tournament) and he was described as
having “powerful features”. This, Nelly thought, was a very limited way of referring to
his extraordinary hooked nose, jutting chin, tight straight lips, thick neck, and the one
heavily hooded eye that stared into the distance. There was no mention of his most
endearing physical characteristics: the moles on the side of his face, the incipient double
chin and the little fronds of untamed black hair that curled over his ear and stuck out
from the back of his head. However, as she had always thought, he was wise,
remarkably clever and undeniably refined. But not in the way someone like Amanda
Ellis would misuse the word for the type of person who always used a butter knife and
sent thank you notes. The Duke was distinguished and cultured. There were pages and
pages about his beautiful, princely palace and his noblest of Italian courts, and a whole,
heavily footnoted section on the Idea of the Renaissance Gentleman and the art of
sprezzatura – a lovely Italian word, Nelly thought, even though it sounded more like the
name for a fizzy drink than a rather complicated and subtle quality essential for a
Renaissance courtier. Thinking of Enrico at the foot of her bed, with his toes poking
through the hole in his sock, she wondered if any of these cultivated gentlemen would
have been just as ridiculous under their sophisticated veneer. Still, there was something
about the word and the idea that appealed to her and she decided to write it on the
frontispiece of her Italian dictionary. “Sprezzatura - an assumed air of doing difficult
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things with an effortless mastery and an air of nonchalance.” Then it came to her. All
those years ago in Florence she had intuitively recognised her husband’s lack of it.
After twenty pages and another coffee she was exhausted and decided she knew
all she needed to know. The waiter, who had kept a watchful eye on her (he found her
appearance at odds with what appeared to be some kind of overtaxing intellectual
activity), smiled as she stood up to leave and handed her a page that had fallen on the
floor. Nelly paused to read only the lines that were marked with red asterisks with the
word Attenzione scrawled in the margin.
Federico di Montefeltro, Duke of Urbino was the only man apart
from Judas Iscariot who was pronounced to be officially in hell by
the Catholic Church. He earned this distinction by publicly
buggering the young Bishop of Fano in front of his troops in the
town square of Rimini.
Nelly sat down, her face white with rage. She ripped the piece of paper in two
and swore in Italian at the waiter who had hurried back with a glass of water. She was
very angry. Enrico had been teasing her, pulling her leg. He had been smugly waiting
for her reaction. Had he expected her to be shocked? Surely he had learnt something
that day at the circolo. If he intended it as a tribute to her open-mindedness, he had
made an irredeemable mistake. Any fond memories she had of the Duke would now be
overlaid with the image of him bent over the young bishop of Farlo, winking
lasciviously with his one eye at his captive audience in the town square.

*
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Nelly gave only a perfunctory knock before sweeping into the room of the
pensione. Enrico was under the shower.
‘Good morning,’ she said, as he tried to close the flimsy folding door that
separated the small bathroom recess in the corner from the rest of the room. The door
jammed and Nelly stood, never taking her eyes off him, as he turned off the taps and
said, with an attempt at a smile,
‘Would you be so good Nelly, as to pass me a towel?’
She did not answer. He would have to make it to where the towel hung over the
heater in the other corner of the room. She sat on the end of the bed noting his attempt
at dignified nonchalance as he crossed the room and wrapped the scanty towel around
his waist. He looks for all the world like a bad actor playing an old Roman senator, she
thought, wanting to laugh but determined to hold on to her anger.
‘I have read your article.’
She tossed the folder carelessly onto the floor.
‘That’s good Nelly,’ he said, clutching at the towel, and looking longingly at his
clothes that lay next to her on the bed. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me, I would like to finish
dressing.’
‘I have no intention of excusing you,’ she said, picking up her bag and her hat as
she moved to the door. ‘I assume that you have seen the film Casablanca?’
‘What nonsense is this Nelly?’
He dropped the towel and with a defiant look walked over to the bed to pick up
his clothes. Nelly stood in the doorway, looked him up and down, and raised her
eyebrows.
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‘I think, Professore, this is the end of a beautiful friendship.’ And with that she
set off to find her way to the Florence Railway Station.

*
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TWENTY THREE

It was mid morning when Phillip arrived at the nearest market town, fifty kilometres
downstream from the longhouse. After checking into the only hotel in town he
wandered through the public market and idly poked around in the Chinese shops before
climbing the hill to the post office. He collected two postcards and a letter and, with
barely a glance, stuffed them into his pocket and walked slowly back down to the dock.
It seemed to be unbearably hot. Sweat trickled down his face, smearing his
glasses as he stood watching a group of young Iban men arriving back from the market
with machetes and fishing nets to load into the longboats. They were laughing and
calling to an older man who followed them with a gasoline-powered generator balanced
on his shoulder. The man was short and muscular, his arms and back covered in blueblack, floral tattoos, and as he hurried past he grinned at Philip, who, at that moment,
saw himself as nothing more than a bystander, pale and insipid, foolishly flapping his
wet T-shirt to cool himself down. Time to go home. The words beat in rhythm with his
pounding headache. Time to go to the bank, to a telephone and to do something about
his almighty hangover.
With the taste of last night’s rice wine still lingering unpleasantly at the back of
his throat he climbed the ramp from the dock and crossed the road to the nearest
riverside café. He ordered a bottle of water, swallowed his last two paracetamol tablets
and watched a cargo of pigs being lifted in baskets from the hold of a ship while he tried
to sort out the blurred memories of his last wild and emotional night in the longhouse. It
made no sense that he was distressed by the sound of the pig’s terrified squealing. Only
that morning the children had woken him at dawn, banging gongs and drums, and

TRAVELLING with the DUKE

235

playing around his feet on the bloodstained platform of the longhouse where the pigs
had been slaughtered. He thought of the hunt, the rituals, and the gamy taste of the fatty
flesh of the wild pig, shuddering slightly at an unwanted vision of long, hanging chains
of shiny pork sausages, and endless rows of pale pink, pork chops, decorated with
sprigs of parsley and wrapped in clear plastic in the meat section of a brightly lit
supermarket. There was a fresh outburst of squealing as some of the pigs were crammed
into the back of a truck.
Turning his back on the river Philip took the crumpled postcards and the letter
from his pocket and placed them slowly and deliberately on the table. The postcards
were numbered one and two. The first was a picture of the Annunciation, a golden
haired angel with a splendid set of full-length wings offering a white lily to a roundbellied Virgin Mary.

Dearest Phillip,
I have just realized that it is the anniversary of our parting. Since
Jesus called me home I have worked as a community officer at an
East London housing estate which led to a complete relapse. I am
now thinking of becoming a Catholic. Run out of space. Cont. See
PC No.2
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X Clare.
Phillip laid the card back on the table and with the slow deliberation of a hard
betting gambler picked up the second, a Madonna and child.

Dearest Phillip,
I’m about to set out on a Holy Tour to Italy - churches and religious
festivals. Sounds fun! One more bit of a news. I am a mother! A
boy! I have one of those baby slings to carry him in so he can come
everywhere with me - lucky fellow! I have called him Phillip -but
one can never be sure. Hope you don’t mind, it was you who showed
me the way.
God bless
Clare.
PS. How are things in the jungle?
The letter was more recent. It was from home.
Dad,
Harry and I have talked about it and decided we should let you know
that we are in the middle of a family crisis. Whether or not you care
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is up to you. Nelly has run away. She wasn’t suffering from dementia
or anything like that when Mum saw her last but she has been a bit
‘funny’. We don’t know where she is but suspect she’s in Italy, that’s
according to Mrs Ellis, Nelly’s neighbour, who seems to know more
than any of us, but she’s off the air most of the time. Anyway, Mum’s
decided to go to Italy to try and find her. It makes no sense, talk
about a needle in a haystack, but she’s starting in Florence at the
Uffizi! I offered to go but that would have ruined the obvious subplot
- it’s a good excuse for her (Mum) to get away. You ought to know
about that. She is going to sell the car to get some cash – that’s a
laugh. Kathy’s in Italy too with her amoroso. No address. She’s
playing at being a peasant. That’s something else you should know
about. Apart from a bad taste tattoo, Harry’s much the same. Says
we’ve got a prick for a father. He could be right. I rang your
Department and this was the only address they could give me. In
case you’re wondering they spoke of you with – I think disdain
would be the appropriate word. If you do receive this and could
manage a phone call over the next couple of weeks we might have
some more news. I’m going to be stuck with the cat.
Jim
Philip waited for some emotional response to kick in. Nothing. An omen would
help, he thought, but there wasn’t a bird or animal in sight to send him a message from
the gods. Besides, omens were always open to so many different interpretations. Of
course there were the squealing pigs. At once he felt ashamed at the way he was playing
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with others’ religion. He had no spirits or gods of his own to answer to. Unlike Clare, he
thought, as he picked up the picture of the Madonna with her fat, smiling baby,
wondering if his genealogies and notes on Iban kinship were more precise than the
description he might devise for his own family group. Putting these thoughts aside he
re-read Jim’s letter, decided he could not care less about Harry or Jim calling him a
prick, and found that he was most taken by the news about Nelly. He had never thought
of her as a mother-in-law, somehow she had made certain of that, but it had occurred to
him that they might have something in common. Several times he had caught her
talking to someone who wasn’t there, and he suspected that as well as having the odd
skeleton in the cupboard she might be more accepting than most to a world inhabited by
spirits and ghosts. He thought of the old woman who had politely waited to die until the
harvest festival was over. ‘She’s come back’, the mourners had said, as though her
death was just an excursion away from home.

*

Phillip hung up and stared dejectedly at the frog-eyed gecko on the plastic dome
of the telephone booth. His conversation with Jim had not been a success. After a long
list of the misdemeanours of Jenny’s cat, Jim had rattled off the complicated family
news bulletin, shouted at him when he asked a question and told him to get fucked. Not
that he could blame him but this time it seemed harder to shrug it off. Perhaps it was the
strange little creature with its spread-eagled toes and goggle eyes that he found
disconcerting. The gecko was almost translucent, like the plastic of the dome, and
Phillip decided that adaptation to one’s home was probably the answer to many of life’s
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difficulties. But the concept of home was becoming increasingly complicated. He
counted the gecko’s toes, four on the front legs, three on the back, examined its
wonderfully intricate, fan-shaped tail, and tried to remember if it was Jim or Harry who
had been crazy about lizards. Of course, it could have been Katherine. It was definitely
Katherine who, as a toddler, had been found in the garden eating a snail. He caught
himself almost smiling, remembering how he had always been good with little children,
in their bucket and spade days, but now … Jim was right, he had turned out to be a
prick as a father. He decided to forget all about the angry young man on the phone and
remember him as the little boy who had a pet stick insect that he fed with tiny pieces of
meat on a skewer, who kept cicadas in shoe boxes, and gently blew lady birds off the
back of his hand. ‘Lady bird, lady bird, fly away home.’
‘You hang on in there’, he said to the gecko as he left the phone booth.

The travel agent was on his hands and knees on the floor holding a shoe in one
hand when Phillip appeared in the doorway. ‘I’ll be with you in a minute’, he said.
‘Take a seat.’
Phillip sat and watched as the man crawled around behind the desk, stalking
something on the floor. There was a thump and then he stood up, on one leg, checking
the inside of his shoe before putting it back on.
‘Missed it,’ he said. ‘Bloody cockroaches! I hate them! Do they worry you?’
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‘Not a lot.’
‘They worry me,’ he said collapsing into his chair. ‘In fact, you might say
they’re getting me down. Amongst other things,’ he added, as he picked up a can of
drink and tossed it to Phillip. ‘Here! Have a drink. It’s not cold, the fridge isn’t working,
but I wouldn’t touch the water.’
‘I don’t.’
‘I see you’ve got a bit of sense. First priority in this climate is your bowels,
believe me.’
He was a very small, thin man, with a colourless face and jet-black, lank hair,
and dressed in what had probably started out earlier in the day as a white suit. Opening
the drawer of his desk he brought out another can.
‘I tell you what,’ he said, ‘I wouldn’t mind a real drink but it only makes you
feel worse.’
‘It couldn’t.’
‘What?
‘Make me feel worse.’
The agent looked at Philip, checking him out, pleased to find that his clothes
were old as well as dirty, and that his eyes, red rimmed and dull, showed no gleam of
the earnest enthusiasm that he had put up with all day from the adventure struck tourists
booking their trips up river to the longhouse.
‘Don’t tell me,’ he said. ‘You’re an anthropologist.’
Phillip shrugged.
‘Better than a bloody missionary or that lot that were here today. They were so
fucking nice. You know the type … sensible, intelligent, caring, with the most
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expensive cameras you’ve ever seen dangling round their necks. Cultural interaction,
that’s what they’re all on about. You’d know all about that.’
‘More or less,’ said Phillip picking up one of the brochures that lay on the desk.
‘Don’t even look at it,’ said the little man, leaning across to snatch it from
Phillip. ‘It’s a piece of shit! But it gets them in. They’re delirious about the …’ He
turned to the front page of the brochure and made quotation marks in the air, “the
unchanged primitive way of life which has endured for centuries.”
Phillip smiled.
‘And body tattoos. They know all about bloody body tattoos and blow pipes and
orangutans and …’ He paused and took a packet of cigarettes from out of the drawer of
his desk. ‘Do you smoke?’
‘No,’ said Phillip, scratching his beard, wondering if he might shave it off.
‘Don’t blame you, these bloody clove things are disgusting. Mind you, they’ve
got a kick like a mule.’ He pulled a face as he smoked.
Having nothing better to do, and not really listening, Phillip decided to sit it out.
It was quite entertaining being with someone who had reached a stage of manic
alienation, besides he was the only travel agent in town.
The agent was working himself up, banging his fist on the desk. ‘Do you want to
know what really turns them on?’
Phillip attempted to pay attention.
‘Head hunting! Head-hunters, blood sacrifices, and witch doctors!’
He stubbed out the cigarette angrily and poured some water from a jug over his
head. ‘The air conditioner’s stuffed as well as the fridge,’ he said, slumping back in his
chair as the water trickled down his face and neck, staring at Phillip who was thinking
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of his friends in the longhouse and how impossible it was to explain … anything … to
anyone. Now the agent was bending over, squeezing the water out of the front of his
hair. Phillip tried to focus, wondering if perhaps the little man was a hallucination.
‘Chinese hair’ he was saying, ‘from my mother.’
‘And the accent?’ Phillip asked.
‘London, from my father.’
‘Would that be East London?’
‘North. … Finchley, another fucking hole.’
‘Sorry about that.’ Out of the corner of his eye Phillip spotted a cockroach under
the desk and decided he should hurry things along. ‘I need to make some travel
arrangements,’ he said. The agent laughed.
‘Well I wouldn’t advise you to go anywhere near the Skrang River. That’s
where I’ve sent the cultural intereactionaries.’ Using the back of his hand he wiped
away the water that had dribbled down onto his chin. ‘Screw the lot of them!’
Phillip took his diary out of his bag, put it on the desk and waited.
‘They’re in for a big disappointment’
‘No heads,’ said Phillip.
‘And no refunds! What’s the point in telling them? All gone! Stuck up in the
loft, or out in the shed where they can’t see them.’ He was laughing again, dabbing at
his eyes with a dirty white handkerchief. ‘Chucked out! Ever since Jesus or Jehovah, or
what ever you want to call him, arrived in the longhouse.’
‘Bad for business?’ Phillip pulled the ring off his can of drink and looked up at
the fly-speckled travel posters on the wall.
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The agent sat up in his chair, straightened his face and his damp tie and leant
across the desk to shake Phillip’s hand.
‘Gilbert, Gilbert James,’ he said, ‘ex Thomas Cook, retrenched.’
‘Mathews, Phillip Mathews.’
‘And where is it you’re off to this time?’
‘Italy’, said Phillip.

*
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TWENTY FOUR

Signor Soldati, the barber, sang quietly to himself as he delicately trimmed the hairs in
Phillip’s ears. Phillip sat upright, like a well-behaved child, staring soulfully in the
mirror. He was having trouble recognising himself with his clean-shaven, pink and
perfumed face and short, stylish haircut, and now the barber was snipping away at the
hairs in his nose. They must have been there for a reason, Phillip thought, probably as
the first line of defence against the perils of ants, spiders and flying insects. But
remembering the translucent gecko in the telephone booth he decided the only sensible
thing to do was to accept his transformation. When in Rome, or to be precise, Pisa. He
flinched as his face was dabbed with a warm towel.
With a flourish, Signor Soldati removed the cape from around Phillip’s
shoulders, flicked the back of his neck with a soft brush, and then, with one eye on the
waiting customers to gauge their approval, he stepped back, spreading his arms widely.
‘Ah!’ he sighed.
‘Un miracolo,’ someone whispered.
Signor Soldati smiled, thinking how little divine intervention had anything to do
with it. For generations the Soldati Brothers had been renowned for their skill in the art
of restoring antique furniture (disguising worms holes had been a speciality), and it had
been inconceivable to his parents that their eldest son would prefer the smells of
shampoo, shaving soap and after-shave to the more artistic aromas of turpentine, linseed
oil, putty and shellac. But this morning, as he admired his restoration of this strange,
wild man who had arrived on his doorstep at opening time with a dirty, tangled hair and
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a bushy beard, Signor Soldati felt confident that he had, in his own way, carried on the
family tradition.
One of the men tapped Phillip tentatively on the shoulder and handed him a
magazine open at a page with photographs of well turned-out men in elegant jackets and
over-tight jumpers. Phillip nodded, plucking at his own clothes while holding his nose
in an effort to explain that he was aware of his shortcomings. There was a murmur of
understanding and some sympathetic smiles as the barber handed Phillip his dirty, old
anorak. Signor Soldati accepted his tip with dignity and taking Phillip by the arm
escorted him outside. .
‘Eccolo!’ he said, pointing to a department store across the road with large red
sale signs in the window.
SALDI! SCONTI! 50%

*

Later, Signor Soldati had the satisfaction of seeing Phillip standing on the
pavement outside the department store wearing a long trench coat over trousers that fell
perfectly in a slight crease across a pair of shiny, russet-brown shoes. He moved to the
doorway of his shop wondering if he should cross the road and check if this strange
foreigner had had the sense to buy a coat with a warm inner lining but, deciding that
there would be difficulties with communication, he made do with a kindly wave and a
thumbs-up of approval. Phillip waved back and hurried around the corner not wanting
Signor Soldati to see him loosening the Armani knot in his new, apricot coloured,
woollen scarf. He felt foolish and stifled but had lacked the courage to tell the young
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shop assistant who had committed herself to fitting him out. She was charming; she was
beautiful, with a wide smile and remarkable eyes. She was also firm and insistent as she
chose the colour by holding the soft wool against his cheek before standing on tiptoe to
tie the knot.
‘Perfetto, signore’ she had said, taking him by the shoulders and turning him to
face the mirror, ‘Perfetto!’
Phillip hesitated as he tugged at the scarf. Could the tying of the knot have some
cultural significance or sexual innuendo? Nevertheless he pulled it off, took a deep
breath and poked it into the embarrassingly large designer shopping bag with his old
clothes. I could give it to Jenny, he thought - even at fifty percent discount it had been
outrageously expensive. As it probably smelt of after-shave he rejected the idea and
turning up the collar of his coat he set off in the opposite direction to The Leaning
Tower of Pisa.
For years he had communicated via a word of mouth grapevine and took it for
granted that Jim had passed on his message to Jenny. There were three hours to fill in
and he was in no doubt that she would turn up.
Home is the sailor home from sea,
And the hunter home from the hill.
The words came to him as he walked, stepping in time with the rhythm. His
steps slowed when he remembered the poem was a requiem. He was certainly not
‘home’ in that sense, in any sense, and what was more he had clearly overdone his
adaptation to his new environment. His new trousers were irritating him as they flapped
against his legs and he had obviously bought underpants a size too small. Everything
about him was new, down to his singlet and socks, even his clean-shaven face.

TRAVELLING with the DUKE

247

Suddenly he realized that there was a strong possibility that Jenny would not recognise
him. But then she always stuck out in a crowd. Something to do with her hair, he
couldn’t quite remember.
He tried ramming his fists into the pockets of his coat to stretch them. He ruffled
his hair, scuffed his new shoes on the curb of pavement and searched for a rubbish bin.
After two blocks he found one, dumped the shopping bag and then remembered the
scarf. He decided to rescue his boots instead and after wiping some sticky ice cream
from the toes with a plastic bag he balanced his canvas haversack on the top of the bin
and squashed them in between the packets of new underwear, his camera and his
notebooks.
‘Lovely day,’ he said to the man who had stopped to watch.
Gradually he slipped into his professional habits of observation. His awakening,
as he liked to refer to it, always followed the same pattern. After the days of travel and
time out in the unreal world of departure and transit lounges came the plunge into his
first experience (in this case Signor Soldati’s barber shop), vivid and memorable, free
from analysis and with a touch of insecurity, nervousness and excitement. And then
with a heightened sense of awareness he would take his first steps towards making
sense of his new surroundings.
As he walked in his new, soft leather shoes he became aware of an unfamiliar
spring in his step and contemplated the ease with which one could move around in a
completely built-up urban environment after the slippery paths of the jungle and the
loose, wooden boards of the longhouse. It was always the differences that intensified
the experience. After looking the wrong way and nearly stepping into the path of an
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oncoming car he felt some shame remembering his superior attitude to the tourists as
they had struggled and stumbled on the unsurfaced landscape of Borneo.
He observed the Italians and made mental notes on their social behaviour. The
young students appeared to move in group formations. Longhaired boys with proud
shoulders followed a few paces behind the girls who kept up a show of independence,
walking three or four abreast, arm in arm. Was their sensual body language intuitive or
learnt behaviour? Certainly the admiration of the babies in their stylish prams and
strollers was a mixture of sincerity and protocol. The older women carried an air of
respectability and a strong sense of purpose. In contrast, the men of the same age
seemed to have perfected the art of filling in time. They stood talking, laughing, raising
their voices, and making expert use of ritualistic gestures of familiarity, disagreement,
affection and every day courtesies. In his mind’s eye he could see the heading in one of
his notebooks.
A Return to Western European Civilization. Pisa – Italy. Cultural
Characteristics - Social Norms.
But Italy had been gone over with a fine toothcomb. There would be nothing
new to say. Was he playing around with ideas to stop himself coming to terms with his
work and his own culture? There were his field notes to write up, a book to finish,
reports, excuses and explanations to invent for colleagues and administrators, a family,
a cat and a suburban double bed. Well, he would give it a go. He still had three hours
before he was due to met Jenny.

*
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Turning a corner Phillip came to a wide piazza framed by palaces and an
imposing church. There was no sign of life. The doors and windows of the largest
palace with the words Scuola Normale Superiore incongruously painted on the
elaborate façade were firmly closed but the side door of the church of Santo Stefano
was open. He went in and stood near the doorway waiting for his eyes to adjust to the
dim lighting. Just as he had checked out the old women sitting in the public park with
the foolish notion that he might come across Nelly feeding the pigeons, he scanned the
body of the church to make sure that Clare wasn’t lurking with her baby in one of the
pews. Hadn’t she written that she had taken up Catholicism and could be somewhere in
Italy? Light-headed fantasies, he thought, realising he was extremely hungry and, for
the first time in years, a little lonely. The streams of tourists he had passed in the street
had all been heading relentlessly towards the Cathedral and the Leaning Tower. With
not even a Pisan in sight the church like the square appeared to be empty, a self
sufficient space, satisfied with its own elegant self importance. He was relieved to see a
moth-like priest flittering out of a room adjacent to the altar, and moving from the
doorway he walked quietly up and down the side aisles looking at the paintings.
Martyrs and saints, angels and cherubs appeared to take second place to what he
began to realize were celebrations of victories of war. He craned his neck to look up at
the ceiling decorated with battle scenes: ships in a stormy harbour, castles besieged by
battalions of archers with little bodies falling headfirst from the turrets, flags flying,
drummer boys drumming and in the foreground, smirking at the viewer, bewhiskered
men in armour with extravagant plumes in their helmets flourishing their swords. Boy’s
stuff, he thought, and there was more. He dug up a memory of the concept of Latin
roots and found he could make some sense of the more obvious explanatory notes. The
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triangular banners decorating the walls had been captured from the infedeli, the
disbelievers, those who believed in something else, like many of his friends in the
longhouse. A long, wooden fragment of a galley was carved with grotesque faces, not
mythological, not Caucasian but reminiscent of the ugly, ill-conceived images of ‘the
native’ that he remembered as illustrations in eighteenth and nineteenth-century travel
journals. They must have beaten the shit out of them, he thought. Fair enough, but he
had no sense of being on the winning side.
Leaving the church he stood alone in the square. He was aware of himself,
aware of the image he presented in his fine Italian clothes, like an actor on an empty
stage against a backdrop of what he assumed were Renaissance buildings. Great, puffed
up clouds were gathering in the sky, so thick and dense that it was almost possible to
believe they could support the weight of angels and cherubs as he had seen in the
paintings. A gaggle of tourists appeared, struggling with plastic raincoats and umbrellas
as though they had been blown in by the strong gust of wind that without warning swept
across the square. Looking up anxiously at the darkening sky and the clouds preparing
to burst over their heads they scuttled past Phillip towards the church. He had noticed a
smaller church unobtrusively attached to one of the palaces on the other side of the
square. He ran as the rain came in a heavy downfall. The heavens have opened, he
thought, laughing to himself at the image of drenched, bedraggled cherubs and angels
falling from their comfortable cushions in the sky. He was wet when he made it to the
door of the church, wet but pleased and surprised at his unusual flights of imagination.
Acculturation? Who knows? Must make some notes, write them down, mustn’t be late.
By now he was checking his watch every few minutes. Two hours and twelve minutes
to go.
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He decided to take refuge in the dark little church, highly decorated but with no
signs of the glorification of war. Apart from a kind of clerical cleaner in long robes, it
appeared to be empty, but as he took off his coat to shake it and hang it over the back of
a pew he heard a rustling sound. A woman, with a bundle of plastic shopping bags on
her lap, was sitting in a side pew. Her eyes were fixed on the painted, wooden crucifix
hanging above the altar, and she was smiling sweetly at the figure of the emaciated,
tortured Christ. Phillip was impressed. She was obviously getting a lot out of it. He
stood, gave her a polite nod and walked down the aisle to examine the cross. No good
turning a blind eye as he had done for years after bitter arguments with the missionaries
and disagreements with Clare. After all, this symbol was central to the collective rites of
Italian culture, although this assertion seemed debatable judging by church attendance
in Pisa.
Phillip sat, so as not to obscure the woman’s view, and concentrated on the dark,
grim image of Christ. Anatomical, was his first thought. To him it was reminiscent of an
illustration from a medical journal: a near skeletal body with arms outstretched, fingers
splayed, hips twisted, knees bent, feet crossed, prominent ribs and a stomach shaped
like the shell of a beetle. The spaghetti-like ribbons of scarlet blood running from the
nailed hands and feet reminded him of the dark winged butterfly with beautiful red
spots pinned down in his father’s butterfly collection. There must have been a time, he
thought, when I was more sensitive, but now, as an unshakable sceptic, he knew he
could never hope to understand something that could only be grasped from within. He
thought of the Iban’s sacred hornbill, brightly coloured, elaborately carved in wood,
facing up river towards the source of life for the living, or down river towards the sea
for the dead. He had allowed himself to believe that one carving in particular (tied to the
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roof of the long house) had carried some meaning for him. Now, this response seemed
to have been nothing more than the result of having witnessed the rituals after taking
part in the heavy bouts of drinking that were part of the Hornbill Festival. Not so long
ago the festival had been a celebration of the taking of heads, a form of ritualized
violence, unacceptable to a ‘civilized’ European. The few heads that still hung from the
roof of the long house (for the benefit of the tourists) had once been part of a
sophisticated, mythological world view. Perhaps there was an element of this in the
display of the banners taken from the infedeli that hung in the church of Santo Stefano?
Perhaps not. He could only think of them as trophies of war, of violence, death, and
victory. He felt he was on the verge of one of those illuminating thoughts that came to
him with overtiredness and hunger but decided that it was time to face up to more
pressing problems. He leant back in the pew, put his feet on his haversack and ran
through some possible opening remarks to Jenny.
‘Hello darling!’ - overdoing it. ‘You’re looking good’ - highly improbable.
‘Fancy seeing you here’ - corny. Could he make use of his recently acquired Italian
word, perfetto? If he saved up his hunger (one hour and forty five minutes to wait),
they could eat together, discuss the menu over a few glasses of wine and …
He woke with a start, panicked, and looked at his watch. He had only slept for
twenty minutes, but it was time to go. If it was still raining he would buy himself an
umbrella, a real umbrella with a wooden handle. He yawned, stretched his arms above
his head and found himself face to face with the shopping-bag woman. She had
emerged from a side chapel and was speaking to him in Italian. He had no idea what she
was saying, but as she was still smiling her sweet smile he smiled back, said grazie (one
of the few things he could say) and opened the side door of the church for her.
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As he put on his damp coat and picked up his haversack he caught a glimpse of
a row of small candles burning in the chapel, and a wall covered with strange, metal bits
and pieces shining in the reflected light. Peering in he saw they were votives, little
silver and tin objects locked in a glass case, made in the shape of parts of the body:
arms, knees, hands, an eye, a heart, what seemed to be a pair of lungs and even a beetleshell stomach. A motorbike helmet hung jauntily along side them and a collage of
letters, cards, a fluffy toy panda and photographs was pinned or stuck to the wall. A
saint stared down at him from behind a small altar, not a grim, tortured saint but a rather
dashing young man in colourful clothes and scarlet stockings, one of which was rolled
down to display a bandaged knee. Phillip took one of the candles and held it close to the
faded gold printing under the painting. San Rocco, he read. Still holding the candle he
took two postcards from a wooden box. One, which he slipped into his pocket, was a
bad print of the painting, the other was a prayer. He could just make out the words
printed in English.
ST ROCCO., PRAY FOR US THAT WE MAY BE PRESERVED FROM
CONTAGIOUS DISEASES.
Phillip stood thinking about his recurring bouts of malaria, until the candle burnt
his fingers and he became aware of the sound of someone hurrying up the aisle.
Without looking at his watch he rushed out of the chapel as he heard the key
turn in the lock. The side door of the church was firmly closed. He pushed hard, he
pulled, he rattled the handle, he knocked and shouted, he ran at it, hitting it with his
shoulder the way he had seen police force an entry in TV shows and the movies. As for
the front door, only a battering ram would have made any impression. He looked for a
bell tower, a telephone, a fire alarm. He tried banging and shouting again until he was
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exhausted. By now the church was very dark with only a faint light from the candles
still burning in the chapel. Making his way towards the light, he picked up one burning
candle to light the others, then counted them, blowing some out, wondering how long
they would last. Sitting with his head in his hands, on the step of the altar he thought of
how he had survived many misadventures, some dangerous, even life threatening. This
was different. There was no Indiana Jones scenario, no exciting story to tell. He was
simply locked in a church in Pisa. He swore at San Rocco. He swore at the dark outline
of Christ on the cross as he crept down the main aisle of the church, holding a candle.
There were two rooms on either side of the altar, but no doors, no windows and
no way out. He caught himself whispering an apology as he tiptoed behind the cross to
take the large candles from the silver candlesticks on the altar.
Back with San Rocco, whose face was illuminated by the candlelight, he tried
not to think of Jenny standing in the wind, and possibly the rain, by the Leaning Tower.
There was nothing he could do. Unfortunately prayer was out of the question although
he contemplated it for a moment, while working on a plan for self-preservation. He
would make some notes. The wall fascinated him.
Two hours later the tall altar candles were still burning and he was still writing
in one of his small black and red covered notebooks. Eventually Phillip found his way
to the nearest pew, lay down with his head on his haversack and fell asleep. And that
was where the priest found him when he arrived for early mass the following morning.

*
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TWENTY FIVE

Jenny waited two hours. To begin with she was excited and even gave Phillip credit for
suggesting such a romantic meeting place. She had arrived after the rain, a
downpour that had washed away most of the tourists and added a sheen to the white
marble of the tower, the cathedral and the baptistery that were set in such perfect
symmetry on the smooth green lawns. Facing into the wind she tied a scarf over her
head to protect her hair and waited patiently. She was more impressed by the beauty of
the tower than its lean, and it was only when she realised she was filling in time by
counting the number of storeys and rounded arches and trying to translate the notices on
the strange engineering equipment surrounding the base, that she looked at her watch
and found more than three quarters of an hour had passed. Of course, Phillip was
always late or lost, there was always a semi-plausible excuse but she decided that it
would be best to take the high ground and paced back and forth along the path
practicing her ‘hello darling’ in Italian. ‘Ciao caro, ciao caro, ciao caro’, she said under
her breath, enjoying the thought of his awkward, embarrassed smile fading to a guilty,
affectionate grin.
Still he did not come. When it began to rain again, she walked past the stalls
selling tourist paraphernalia to a group of African men who had given up on their out of
place exotica and were promoting cheap umbrellas. They spoke English. They laughed
and made her laugh and she stayed to talk to them. She admired the carved wooden
gazelles and antelopes and tapped the animal skins on the drums, knowing that they
were good-naturedly resigned to the fact that she had no intention of buying anything
more than the cheapest umbrella. Choosing one colour, then another, she took her time,
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hoping Phillip would turn up and find her there talking to a group of very handsome,
very tall, black men, rather than waiting, as always, waiting for him.
As she left one of the men showed her a thick string of coral-red beads fastened
with a plaited string looped over a small African coin. The beads were only glass but
they were beautiful, and, with no attempt at bargaining, she bought it for Katherine.
Without glancing back at the tower she walked determinedly to the nearest bar
and sat outside, with her umbrella up, under the dripping awning. She ordered coffee,
two pastries filled with custard cream, left a generous tip for the waiter and set off to
find a phone to ring Katherine.
There was no hesitancy in Katherine’s voice. Of course they would come to
Florence to meet her, of course she could stay. Marcello’s parents were longing for her
to come back, his father had a great desire to teach her more about the art of growing
vegetables, his mother missed her company, and Marcello could keep his promise and
take her to the Palazzo Te in Mantova.
‘We’ll show you our special room,’ she said. ‘The room of the horses.’
‘Do you mean it?’ Jenny asked.
‘Certamente!’
‘Guess what?’ Jenny was laughing.
‘What is it, Mum?’
‘I never really expected him to turn up.’

*
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After his night on the pew in San Rocco Phillip lost all enthusiasm for objective
observation of the Italian way of life. He stared dolefully at his toasted ham and cheese
sandwich and thought how inadequate it was for a man who had eaten nothing for
nearly twenty-four hours and had suffered a traumatic experience. But it was warm in
the bar, there was a toilet, and he had a new toothbrush in his pocket. Once the morning
rush had died down he would do something about sprucing himself up. It had occurred
to him that Jenny might turn up at the Leaning Tower that afternoon. After all there was
some logic in it: same time, same place, just the wrong day. Perhaps he could convince
her that she had made a mistake about the date. It was worth a try. Moving to a stool in
the corner away from the locals who were irritating him with their eager enthusiasm to
get on with their day, he pretended to read the newspaper and ordered another sandwich
and more coffee. Then he remembered his notebooks.
At first he thought it was his writing, due to the dim candlelight the night before
in the chapel, that made his notes incomprehensible. As he persevered he realised that
he was reading what could only be described as disordered thoughts.
He flipped over the pages searching for a possible key to his ideas. There had
been a moment, he was sure of that, a moment of enlightenment when these garbled
notes had made sense. There were scribbled illegible notes in Italian on the back of the
post card of San Rocco but the only pages that he could decipher were those divided
into two columns; one with a list of the votives in the chapel, the other with an
incomplete list of offerings made to the gods in Borneo.
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San Rocco
Silver (Plated? Tin?)

Borneo
–not one god - a pantheon of deities.

Stomach 2

Offerings made –

hearts 3

before – farming, hunting, marriage, a long

legs Left 2

journey, children start school

rt1 1

for good luck in tourism etc etc

female bust 1

eggs

eyes double 1

freshly killed chicken

single eye 2

chicken blood

hand right 2

pop corn

Cards / photos

betel nut

Young couple (flared jeans /long hair)

tobacco

standing in front of wrecked car

pig

men /heavy moustaches ‘per grazia’

rice

3 policemen ‘per grazia’

boiled

Ricevuto ? - Mary &Jack Spence

puffed

little girl with school bag
Sundries
big soft toy panda
motor cycle helmet
sampler/tapestry
Lilies
yellow plastic daisies

wine - arak
etc etc
gods have similar tastes to humans
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On the last page he had scrawled in large letters:

Pantheon! Rome!? Animism / Christianity The Pope as a Shaman witchdoctor?
I need a holiday, he thought, then remembered that he was supposed to be
having one. He took the last bite of his sandwich, put the newspaper under his coat and
set off to find a bookshop where he could buy a dictionary.
Late that afternoon he walked to the tower trying to convince himself that Jenny
might turn up. Stranger things had happened and she had that faithful tenacity that never
failed to surprise him. She would be waiting for him somewhere. But she was not at the
tower. He watched the tourists taking the obligatory photographs, smiling, laughing
with excitement at having made it to the great Italian cliché. That was the way he had
always thought of it but he found it beautiful and impressive. It certainly had a
spectacular lean but had retained its elegance, like a drunken man in top hat and tails
propping himself up against a lamppost. After half an hour he was bored. Trying to
remember the theory of Galileo’s experiment that he had found so confusing as a
schoolboy, he realized he was still confused as well as being cold and miserable. The
sky was bleak, the wind cut through his trench coat, his fine woollen scarf had gone into
the rubbish bin, and he had lost all feeling in his toes. He had no desire to take refuge in
the Cathedral or Baptistery. He considered going back to the department store to find
the beautiful, young shop assistant. She might take pity on him and ask him home to
dinner. Not a hope, he thought, rubbing his fingers across the prickly, grey stubble on
his chin.
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As he walked away from the tower he thought about his experiences over the
past two days; his out-of-character flights of fancy about angels and cherubs and his
dark night with San Rocco. Gradually some of the jumbled notes he remembered began
to piece themselves together in a pattern of ideas. I could be on to something, he
thought. He was beginning to feel like his old self. His clothes were crumpled, he was
scruffy and unwashed, and he was tuning in to his well-honed survival skills. It was true
that the Leaning Tower was the first place that had come into his head. It had also been
the quickest and easiest way to finish his phone conversation with Jim. But it had been
backed up with assurances from the strange little travel agent in Borneo who had turned
out to be remarkably good at his job. There was an airport at Pisa, the ticket was fully
flexible and he could easily connect through to Rome and Australia. As he walked away
he thought of Nelly, and turning to take a last look at the tower he wondered if she was
also on her way home.
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TWENTY SIX

Mrs Ellis was rather put out by the latest card that arrived from Italy. For one thing she
had no recollection of Nelly ever mentioning someone called Phillip, but whoever he
was his card wasn’t up to the standard of the others. Even the message was dull, and the
card was badly crinkled.
Dear Nelly,
Hope this reaches you. I found it in my pocket and thought of you.
Very best wishes,
Phillip
She was in two minds about keeping it. For one thing it was a different shape to
the others that went together so well on the door of the fridge. They all were all the
same size, whereas this one was long and thin just like the saint in the picture - Saint
Rocco. She had never heard of him either. A silly name, she thought, more like the
name you’d give to a boxer or a gangster in an American film, and what’s more he
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wasn’t wearing the right kind of clothes for a saint. She needed her magnifying glasses
to read the small print on the back and it turned out to be a list of things you could pray
to him about: cholera, plague, skin diseases, skin rashes, diseased cattle, dogs, invalids,
knee problems. That made some sense. Nelly had a bad knee. How many times had she
offered her some of her emu oil and she wouldn’t so much as look at it? She decided to
forget about it for a while and go out on the balcony to get a breath of fresh air. Disease
was the last thing she wanted to think about.
She pulled out a few weeds and shook the doormat but couldn’t get it out of her
head. Animal diseases of all things! Every paper you opened nowadays had something
in it about mad cow disease, or foot and mouth, and now there was this bird flu but that
didn’t really fit in. She wondered if the dogs had to be sick before you could pray to San
Rocco, or if it just meant any dog, like her poor old Trixie who wasn’t around to pray
for any way. ‘What I need is a sherry,’ she said to herself, and after checking her watch
to make sure it was late enough in the afternoon she went inside and took one of her
best glasses from the china cabinet to cheer herself up.
After a few sips she propped the card up against the bottle and decided it
certainly had more going for it than the one she’d received last week from ‘Graham,
Trisha and the kids’ - one of those free ones with advertisement all over it, back and
front, and no room to write anything.
Saint Rocco wore a short, green jacket over red tights, a brown cloak the colour
of milk chocolate and a big hat turned up at the front like Napoleon but flat on the top
like a cake tin. One of his stockings was rolled down and his knee was wrapped up in
what she now realised was a bandage. He was looking down at it and making a sign
with his hand like the Pope.

TRAVELLING with the DUKE

263

Mrs Ellis was a little nervous about Roman Catholics (although she had a cousin
on her mother’s side who married one). At some time or another she had seen some
unpleasant pictures of martyrs with their breasts and eyes on a plate and Saint Someoneor-other, who, with hardly a stitch on, had arrows sticking out of him - all over. This
saint wasn’t at all like that. He looked quite normal until you started to think about it.
There was something in particular about his uncovered thigh. It wasn’t just skinny it
was … she searched for the word … wasted. Wasting away, she’d seen a bit of that in
her time. Something awful must have happened to him, something that had started with
his knee. She was on the point of throwing it out when she noticed his funny white
underpants, gaping at the sides like a badly pinned baby’s napkin. Why would anyone,
dressed up to the nines, leave his coat hanging open so you’d see his underwear,
especially the sort that doesn’t leave much to the imagination? There’s always
something in these Italian pictures, she thought, if you look hard enough. She decided to
compromise and stick it on the side of the fridge next to the Council Waste and
Recycling Calendar, but she was smiling as she got out the iron, placed a tea towel over
the card and did her best to smooth out the crinkles.
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TWENTY SEVEN

On the day of Bruno’s dinner party Nelly wrote her first letter home to Australia. She
made no apologies and included a liberal scattering of Italian phrases to signal she was
mentally alert. After some deliberation she finished with an affectionate expression in
Italian (it was more genuine and truthful than anything she could bring herself to write
in English), enclosed a programme of the Serenata Musicale, and posted it to Jenny.
She had decided to dress down for dinner but seeing her dull reflection in the
blotched mirror behind the wardrobe door it became clear that she had made a serious
mistake. The serviceable tweed skirt and pale blue jumper did nothing to suggest
offhanded confidence and she quickly changed into her long, red dress over thermal
underwear, brightly coloured, long, woollen socks and her walking boots. At the last
moment she put on her astrakhan coat, pulled her Russian fur hat down over her ears,
and went down to the bar where Roberto was sitting with the card players waiting for
her.
Bruno’s dinner party had been the subject of gossip ever since he had been
overheard discussing the menu with Gianna who, when questioned, had shown an
exaggerated lack of interest. Obviously there was more to it than met the eye. An
unmarried man like Bruno never invited anyone to dinner, and what was more, his
grandmother (a woman who had fiercely rejected any bourgeois pretensions) would
have turned in her grave. But Nelly’s appearance did little to suggest that it was to be a
formal affair and old Giovanni placed his cards face down on the table, whispered
something to the others and, with the dignity of an experienced concierge, opened the
front door as Roberto offered Nelly his arm and escorted her out onto the road.
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It was invigorating to be out in the cold night air and when Roberto suggested
that they take the short cut through the edge of the wood Nelly agreed, thinking it would
add a touch of bravado to her arrival. But when they turned off the main road onto the
narrow path leading them through the huge chestnut trees she found herself
remembering her childhood and how frightened she had been when she walked home at
night by the tall river gums near the Yarrawee Creek. As a little girl she had clutched
her father’s hand to ward off her fear of the bunyip, and now, listening to the strange
rustlings and whispers of the night, she tightened her grip on Roberto’s arm and did her
best not to think of wild boars and strange creatures lurking in the dark.
‘Attenzione, signora Nelly,’ Roberto said in his gentle voice, lighting the way
with his torch and directing her away from any potholes or fallen branches. The moon
had slipped out from behind the clouds, illuminating the bare trees against the cold
white sky, and Roberto paused to shine his torch on an owl as it swept over their heads
and settled on one of the moonlit branches.
‘Un gufo,’ he said. ‘Bello, eh?’
The owl turned its head to stare at them.
Nelly stared back at it. Gufo, she thought, seemed an inappropriate word for
such a self-assured bird. Certainly, it was not frightened of them. In fact, it was looking
at her in much the same way as she intended to look at Enrico.
‘Sì! Un molto bello gufo,’ she said to Roberto. She let go of his arm and
quickened her pace. Roberto, relieved at her change of mood, began to sing a
Neapolitan song from his childhood.
‘Uno, due, tre, la Peppina fa il caffe,’ he sang, teaching Nelly the words.
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They were still singing when they emerged from the wood. Nelly had lost all
sense of direction and was amazed to see a house miraculously appear out of the
darkness. It sat in a clearing at the end of the path; a very small house, with lights
shining in all the windows and smoke curling from the chimney.

‘Eccola!’ Roberto exclaimed. ‘Arriviamo!
Enrico stood in front of the low doorway, his silver hair shining in the light of
Roberto’s torch. He looked oddly out of perspective, like a character who had found his
way into the wrong storybook.
‘Buona sera!’ he called, ‘Benvenuto! There was no sign of Bruno and after a
brief exchange in Italian with Enrico (which Nelly did not understand) Roberto hurried
back up the path and disappeared into the wood.

*

‘Roberto and I walked through the wood,’ Nelly said, as she took off her hat and
coat and stood in front of the open fire in her red dress and walking boots. Enrico burst
into laughter, and pulled a face, baring his teeth.
‘Like Little Red Riding Hood,’ he said. Nelly looked at him coldly. Surely a
man of his age would have more sense than to start the evening by playing around with
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adolescent wolf jokes. But she could tell he had every intention of taking it further and
decided to get in first.
‘Bless me, Enrico!’ she exclaimed. ‘What a beautiful tie you’ve got!’ He barely
hesitated.
‘All the better …’
But he had the sense to stop and moved away to hang her coat and hat on a peg
behind the door.

Meanwhile Nelly looked around the room. A table had been set with a white
tablecloth, an odd assortment of old china and four wooden chairs, each one of a
different size and shape. There were books everywhere. Someone had obviously
attempted to tidy up because they were neatly stacked on the window ledge, the floor,
and on an old, wooden sideboard with bottles of wine acting as book ends. Hanging on
the wall opposite the fireplace was an enlarged, faded photograph of a young woman
standing in a field of long grass with her hands on her hips. She was laughing but her
dark eyes were wild and serious.
‘Who is she?’ Nelly asked.
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‘Bruno’s grandmother,’ said Enrico. ‘I find her disconcerting.’
‘I’m sure that was her intention,’ Nelly said flippantly, realising at once, from
the expression on his face, that she had made a mistake.
‘They were bad times,’ he said tersely, ‘best forgotten. Bruno will be here
shortly,’ he continued, hoping it was true. ‘He has gone to collect Giuliana.’
‘Do I know Giuliana?’
‘I believe so. She is the plumber’s daughter.’
‘Never heard of her,’ said Nelly. She sat at the table (there was no where else to
sit), pleased to see Enrico was showing signs of opening the bottle of prosecco that
stood in an enamel bowl of melting ice under the window.
‘Bruno has his grandmother’s hair,’ she said. But Enrico was not listening.
Nothing seemed to be going the way he had planned. Bruno had promised to be there
when Nelly arrived, she was proving to be even more difficult than he had remembered,
and now he was having trouble with the cork. He decided to dispense with the speech
he had prepared for the opening of the prosecco (which was not as cold as it should be)
and without speaking he handed Nelly a glass of wine and sat at the opposite end of the
table. She was content to sit silently amusing herself by wondering if he had ever
discovered the coffee stain on his beautiful tie. It seemed such a long time since her
dizzy turn at the albergo, her visit to Dottore Binardi and the raid on the circolo.
Although it was impossible to explain her long-term relationship with the Duke she had
come prepared to make a vague apology for her irrational behaviour in Florence, but
seeing that Enrico had sprayed, not only his tie but also the front of his lemon jumper
with the fizzy wine, she thought it best to wait for a more opportune moment.
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‘I’ve remembered,’ she said, breaking the silence. ‘Giuliana was the soprano at
the Serenata Musicale. She was off key and, according to Bruno, very religious.’
‘Less so since she has developed an interest in politics.’
Nelly laughed. ‘A genuine interest?’
‘Who knows?’ Enrico replied. ‘But it is proving to be somewhat inconvenient.’
Ah! thought Nelly, a fly in the ointment.
‘You know nothing about Italian politics, do you Nelly?’
‘Not a lot,’ she replied.
He stood up and went the window. ‘I can hear them coming. Bruno has bought a
motor bike. He is also taking a class in politics at the circolo with Giuliana as his star
pupil. Perhaps you should …’
He left the sentence unfinished. Nelly was giving him her ‘owl look’ and
moments later Bruno and Giuliana, in helmets and scarves, boots and gloves burst
through the door.
‘Signora!’ Giuliana greeted her effusively, kissing her on both cheeks, then
exclaiming, ‘Ha cantato come un angelo!’ Bruno took off his helmet and smiled
sheepishly.
‘Ciao, Nelly,’ he said. ‘You remember Giuliana?’
‘Certo,’ said Nelly, ‘la soprano.’ Giuliana let out a little trill of pleasure, shook
out her hair, pulled off her boots and removed several layers of clothes until she was
down to a short skirt and a tight, black jumper with a low neckline. Nelly caught a
glimpse of her gold crucifix tucked down between her breasts. Enrico was looking
increasingly bad tempered.
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‘I am very hungry Bruno,’ he said. He repeated it loudly in Italian. Giuliana
gave a nervous giggle as Bruno took her hand and led her though a side door into the
kitchen. ‘He has been cooking all afternoon,’ said Enrico, walking around the room,
searching for something, scowling at the sounds of muffled laughter coming from
behind the closed kitchen door. ‘There were some olives,’ he said, ‘but I seem to have
mislaid them.’
‘Over there,’ said Nelly, ‘on top of that pile of books.’ She was feeling tired and
worrying about how she was going to get home when Enrico drew up a chair beside her.
He showed no sign of offering her the olives and sat eating one after the other, tossing
the pips into the fire. After a while he turned to her with an almost good-natured smile.
‘I am not at my best when I am hungry.’
‘That makes two of us. ’ Stifling a yawn, she held out her hand but Enrico had
leapt to his feet as Giuliana appeared from the kitchen, followed by Bruno carrying a
soup tureen. He placed it on the centre of the table and ceremoniously lifted the lid.
‘Minestra di fagioli con tagliolini!’ he cried. ‘Mangiamo!’

*

The dinner was splendidly successful. Bruno gave a running commentary on
each dish, explaining (with occasional reference to an old, stained note book propped up
on the sideboard) the cooking procedures and the origins of the ingredients. The second
dish of roasted wild boar led to a long tale of the hunt involving the foolhardy bravery
of a cousin of old Giovanni, and the death of one of the hunting dogs. This caused
Giuliana to lay down her knife and fork for a moment in memory of ‘il povero cane’.
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Nelly was thinking of the day she had stood in the fruit shop discussing the wild pigs of
Ponteremo with Pino. ‘Cinghiali deliziosi,’ she said to herself.
‘To Pino,’ she said to the others, raising her glass.
‘Pino!’ said Enrico, who was willing to toast anyone after his third glass of wine
and second helping of baked artichokes. Giuliana, wiping away a tear, swallowed her
last mouthful of cinghiale and clinked glasses with Bruno.
‘To Pino!’
‘My Australian green grocer,’ said Nelly.
‘Il fruttivendolo australiano,’ Bruno whispered into Giuliana’s ear.
‘And now, Il castagnaccio!’ Enrico exclaimed, standing abruptly and moving
towards the kitchen. ‘La torta toscana!’
‘Oh! La torta!’ cried Giuliana, jumping up like an obedient child to follow him.
‘The cake,’ said Nelly.
‘Brava,’ said Enrico, and with an odd glance at Bruno he went into the kitchen
and shut the door.
‘It must be a very special cake,’ Nelly said dryly, aware that something was
going on.
‘It is,’ Bruno said. ‘The chestnut cake of my nonna. There is a story to tell you
about it but …’
‘What’s the matter with you?’ Nelly interrupted. ‘It is a lovely dinner party, and
all of a sudden you’re looking as miserable as a bandicoot.’
‘I have been given a great responsibility.’
Bruno stood, avoiding Nelly’s eye as he picked at the breadcrumbs on the
tablecloth. ‘I have been asked to explain the misunderstandings.’
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‘What misunderstandings?’
‘The possible misunderstandings.’
‘I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.’
‘Gianna and Roberto have asked me to put a preposition to you.’
‘Proposition,’ said Nelly with a certain degree of smugness.
‘Sì sì! Una proposta. Una proposta genuina.’
‘Bruno, please sit down and stop waving your arms around.’ She waited until he
sat awkwardly on the edge of the chair before giving him a gentle smile of
encouragement. ‘Now, what is it you are trying to say?’
‘Gianna and Roberto, they do not want you to think that they mean you to sit the
baby.’
‘The baby?
‘Sì! Arriverà fra poco.
‘Soon?’
‘Sì! Fra poco!’
‘I think we should stay with English,’ Nelly said, ‘if you are worried about
misunderstandings. So what do they want?
‘They want you to stay.’
‘Stay where? In Ponteremo?’
‘Sì! With them. … at the albergo. You see, they are without a family; no one,
no nonna, nessuno. And, of course, they said, you could have another room, a bigger
room, one that will be more comfortable.’
‘There is nothing wrong with my room! That is,’ she added hastily, ‘I have been
very happy in my little room, very happy in Ponteremo and very happy to be here
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tonight.’ She paused to take a sip of wine, fearful that he might detect the slight tremor
in her voice. ‘But now Bruno, I think we should move on to the cake.’
Best keep my wits about me, Nelly thought, remembering her last argument with
Jenny. Her Bette Davis role seemed inappropriate but she adopted her defensive
position; shoulders back, chin up, looking Bruno straight in the eye as he wound one of
his black curls around his finger and gave her a caring smile. Again she was being
forced to make a decision. It was time to go home. Once said, it was over and done with
and determined not to show a flicker of enthusiasm for the wonderful but impossible
proposition, she decided to be truthful and blunt.
‘It is time for me to go home,’ she said. ‘As with most things, it is a question of
money.’
‘Mio Dio!’ Bruno exclaimed. ‘I forgot! That was the other possible
misunderstanding. It is what they found so difficult to say. It is an invitation Nelly.’
‘Nevertheless …’
‘È una bella proposta Nelly! To be a godmother in residenza.’

*

Later, after Bruno and Giuliana had retired upstairs Nelly sat, with Enrico, in
front of the fire, eating her second slice of cake with a glass of Vino Santo. She had
firmly refused to be taken home on the back of Bruno’s motor bike.
‘Did he mean it?’ she asked. ‘He must be mad.’
‘A little. La soprano has gone to his head.’ Enrico stretched out his legs and
smiled at Nelly. ‘But you should think of it as a compliment.’
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‘You mean that he thought I was up to it? Well, I wasn’t. But perhaps he already
knew that.’ Enrico turned away and busied himself poking the fire. ‘I wasn’t born
yesterday,’ she said.
‘Are you tired, Nelly?’ he asked.
‘Not in the least. But I would like to take off my boots.’
‘May I join you? I am wearing new socks.’
‘Grazie Dio!’ She laughed and threw some pine cones on to the fire.
‘Of course, it has its advantages,’ he said.
‘What does?’
‘Not having been born yesterday. We both have long stories to tell.’
‘Do you want to?’
‘Not really. Well, perhaps all’ora giusta.’
‘The right time?’
‘Sì.’
‘It never is.’ She sat silently and watched the pinecones catch alight while
Enrico glanced surreptitiously at her eyebrows.
‘Is there something wrong?’ Nelly asked.
‘Mi scusami. Your eyebrows … a faded memory.’
‘I would let it fade,’ said Nelly.
They talked in a desultory, sleepy way, avoiding any conversational skirmishes,
and choosing inconsequential topics. Nelly found herself talking about Mrs Ellis, her
gumboots and her obsession with snails which led to Enrico telling Saint Francis’ story
of the little snail who arrived at the gates of Heaven looking for immortality.
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Saint Peter laughed and tapped the little snail on his shell
asking what he intended to do with immortality.
‘Don't laugh,’ said the snail. ‘Aren't I one of God's creatures?
Aren't I a son of God just like the Archangel Michael?’
‘Where are your wings of gold?’ Saint Peter replied.
‘Inside me,’ answered the little snail, ‘asleep and waiting.’
‘Waiting for what?’
‘Waiting for the Great Moment,’ replied the snail.’
‘What Great Moment?’
‘This one now!’ said the snail. And before he had finished
saying ‘now’ he took a great leap as though he had sprouted
wings, and entered paradise.
Nelly smiled.
‘I like your snail voice,’ she said. ‘You’ve obviously have had a lot of practice
with bed time stories.’
‘Yes. Over the years.’
‘I must tell Mrs Ellis. It could change her attitude to snails.’
‘And yours?’
‘I don’t have one,’ said Nelly.
‘To determining your own fate?’
‘I would need more than a pair of wings,’ she said. ‘To be in residenza is too
complicated to even think about.’
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Enrico took his time to reply, considering how much and how little he could say.
‘Surely you must have realised that as an Italian I can offer an easy solution,’ he
eventually said. Pouring himself a thimble full of Vino Santo he sipped it slowly and
waited for her response. Nelly said nothing. She had closed her eyes, but he was in no
doubt that she was only pretending to be asleep.
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TWENTY EIGHT

Harry bounded up the steps to Mrs Ellis’ flat and rang the doorbell. Before he had time
to check if his tattoo was showing she had unlocked the front door.
‘Hang on a tick,’ she said, all smiles, as she opened the screen door. ‘I
remember you, you’re Nelly’s son.’
‘Grandson,’ he said. ‘You’re not far out, Mrs Ellis.’
‘Well, don’t just stand there, come in.’ He stood in the hallway while she looked
him up and down. ‘Just look at you,’ she said, ‘still growing.’
‘That’s not possible, Mrs Ellis.’
‘It isn’t? Oh well, you’re tall enough.’
‘You look very well,’ Harry said, surprised to find that he meant it.
‘I could say flattery will get you nowhere, but I won’t.’ She took off her apron
and tossed it on the hall table, in much the same way, Harry thought, as he threw his
own clothes on his bedroom floor. ‘Come on! It’s such a nice day we’ll go out on the
balcony. I’ve got a lovely new garden setting, much better than those silly chairs in the
front room. You remember,’ she said, with a sly smile, ‘the ones that made you sit with
your knees up to your chin.’
The new chairs had their own disadvantages. The seats were too small for Harry
and the knobbly pattern of ivy leaves dug into his back, but he was too interested in the
strange metal objects on the balcony to worry about it. They were all sorts and sizes,
displayed between terracotta pots filled with bright orange and yellow marigolds. Harry
had never seen anything like them. Each one reminded him of something but he could
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not be sure what it was. He sat staring, not speaking, while Mrs Ellis smiled patiently,
her hands clasped behind her back.
‘I got rid of the gumboots,’ she said.
Harry inspected the thing nearest to his chair. Attached to the top of a tall metal
pipe was an oval shaped body of barbed wire with long, ferocious teeth that appeared to
be the prongs of a pitchfork.
‘Is it a fish?’ he asked.
‘Marine object,’ Mrs Ellis replied. ‘But that one over there is my favourite.’
Harry could understand why. He moved across to where it stood in the corner,
next to a large prickly pear with impressive spikes. It was a head taller than him, a
figure with orange car reflector eyes that stared through two jagged holes in a helmet
made from a car radiator grill (a 1960s Valiant, he’d take a bet on it). The polished
chrome arms and legs were jointed, linked together with pulleys and tackles.
‘They move,’ Mrs Ellis said proudly, taking a hand made of springs and shaking
it.
‘It’s awesome,’ said Harry
‘Glad you like him,’ she said. ‘Now sit down. You must have something to tell
me.’
No cup of tea, thought Harry, unsure if he was pleased or sorry.
‘It’s about my Grandmother,’ he said, moving his chair a little away from the
fish. ‘She’s turned up… well sort of …that is, we know where she is.’
‘And where’s that?’
‘Italy.’
‘Well, I could have told you that. As a matter of fact, I think I did.’
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‘Anyway,’ said Harry, ‘there’s no need to worry. She’s OK.’
‘That’s a relief. I’ve been …’
She stopped herself, not wanting to admit that every night, without fail, she had
kept up her ‘God bless Nelly Larkin’. And aren’t I pleased that I did, she thought.
‘So, when can we expect her home?’ she asked.
‘It’s all a bit complicated. My family seems to go in for that sort of thing.’
Mrs Ellis smiled virtuously.
‘I’ve never been one to cast stones.’
Harry stood up nearly knocking over the Marine Object. ‘It’s really hard to
know where to begin.’
‘Begin at the beginning,’ Ms Ellis said impatiently, ‘but do be careful where you
put your feet.’
‘Sorry,’ said Harry sitting down again.
Best be careful with him, Mrs Ellis thought, or I’ll never get to hear the whole
story.
‘Never mind, dear. Go on.’
‘Well, Mum’s on her way home, but she doesn’t know that we know … about
Nelly, that is.’
‘I see,’ said Mrs Ellis, ‘it must be a very long flight.’
‘No. She decided to go to Borneo on the way home.’
‘Borneo! What ever for?’
‘Something to do with improving her relationship with Dad. That’s what she
told my brother. She said it would give them something to talk about. Anyway, Dad’s
home.’ Harry sat in silence for a while, looking at his feet. ‘You see Mrs Ellis, he’s
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been … I suppose you’d say, out of touch for some time … well, for a long time
actually, but he went off to Italy to find her, that’s Mum, not Nelly, but he didn’t so he
came home.’ Harry took a breath, wondering if he could ask for a glass of water but
Mrs Ellis was leaning forward in her chair, like a child listening to a fairy story, so he
went on. ‘Jim’s had a big argument with him about the cat.’
‘Dear me.’
‘Then there’s Katherine, my sister. She’s still in Italy with a guy called
Marcello. He’s a vet, and they’re on together.’ Mrs Ellis gave what she considered to be
a worldly nod of understanding. Harry was digging in his back pocket for something.
‘Nelly sent this,’ he said, producing a crumpled photo.
It was a photo taken at the Bar Angelo of Nelly, the brothers Pratolini, the dwarf,
on his bar stool, and Enrico, all raising small glasses and smiling at the camera.
‘What a strange group of people,’ Mrs Ellis said. ‘Are they acquaintances of
hers?’ Harry shrugged his shoulders.
‘Italians? Well they’d have to be, wouldn’t they?’
‘I guess so, Mrs Ellis. Anyway, she’s not coming home. She said in her letter
she’s ‘dug in’ whatever that means.’
‘It could mean any number of things,’ she said, peering at the photo, wishing she
had her magnifying glass. ‘I must say she looks very well.’
‘She wants us to sell the flat and send her some money.’
‘Only some?’
‘Well, enough. What’s left over is for the three of us, so long as Jim and me
promise to visit her some time.’
‘Are you going? It seems very popular.’
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‘Jim is. He can’t wait, but I think I’ll leave it for a while. I’m off, up the North
Coast.’
‘Well, fancy that,’ Mrs Ellis said, with a sigh. ‘No need to worry.’
She turned away from him, cocking her head to one side, listening.
‘Mrs Ellis,’ Harry stood up, raising his voice to gain her attention. ‘I wanted to
say, I’m very sorry I didn’t call in to see you again, but you know how it is. And now I
have to get going because …’ But there was no need to continue. Mrs Ellis had heard
Steve Sharkey’s car pulling up in the street, and she was on her feet, taking Harry’s
hand and leading him to the front steps.
‘That’s all right, dear,’ she said. ‘I’ve got a lot on my plate at the moment.’

*

Some weeks later Mrs Ellis found a card in the letterbox advising her that there
was a parcel to collect at the Post Office. She considered asking Steve Sharkey to give
her a lift when he called in but, on thinking it over, she decided, as it might turn out to
be a personal matter, she would catch the bus.
It was a small cardboard box with pretty Italian stamps and inside was a smaller
parcel wrapped in beautiful green, gold and red paper patterned with intertwining leaves
and flowers. Unwrapping it carefully she discovered an even smaller box, surprisingly
heavy for its size, with the same intricate designs. Inside was a silver snail. It was an
elegant snail, with a smooth polished shell and delicate horns. She lifted it gently out of
the box, testing its weight, and found a note written on a small card tucked into the
corner.
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Dear Amanda,
This is for you.
Yours affectionately,
Nelly Larkin
Mrs Ellis moved out to the balcony. Curling her fingers tightly around the little
snail, she stood amongst her pots of orange marigolds and waited for the cold silver to
take on the warmth of her hand.
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Abstract
My submission for the degree is comprised of two components: the text
of my novel Travelling with the Duke and the supporting exegesis Travelling
with the Duke: Origins, Structure, Technique. Travelling with the Duke has
been accepted for publication by Random House in early 2009.
Travelling with the Duke is a romantic comedy set in Australia and
Italy. It is a comic variation on the theme of the fatal charm of Italy. The novel
is written in the tradition of fictions about English-speakers travelling to Italy.
The novel explores the fatal attraction of Italy, Italian culture, and Tuscany in
particular for three generations of Australian women.
Renaissance art is a major motif, explored from the perspectives of
experts and amateurs from Italy and Australia. Particular art works inform the
structure of the narrative and shape the meaning of the novel. Piero della
Francesca’s fifteenth-century portrait of the Duke of Urbino is vivid and
present throughout, his relationship with Nelly develops with the plot. As the
novel opens, Nelly, understood by her family to have no friends, relies on the
Duke for companionship and advice. By the novel’s close Nelly has acquired a
cast of more current confidantes and friends.
For Nelly’s daughter, Jenny, the novel is a journey from personal
fantasies and loneliness through to a confrontation with renaissance art in
Florence as a threat followed by personal transformation and reconciliation.
Nelly’s granddaughter, Katherine, an Australian art historian, is
transformed from limited professional observation of art to the reality of
romance, the erotic and artistic creativity.
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The exegesis, Travelling with the Duke: Origins, Structure, Technique,
explains the influences that have shaped the novel, and its narrative structure
and literary concerns. I am a playwright with a considerable body of work
including plays that have been performed in Australia and internationally. I
have a long connection with theatre as an actor and director. For long periods
of my life I have lived and worked in Italy; and like many of the characters, I
remain a student of the language. The exegesis explores how my background
and experiences have informed the style and narrative.
The exegesis describes and analyses other main structural and stylistic
issues including: the genre of the English-speaking traveller in Italy;
intertextual use of literary models and renaissance art; and literary theory.
E.M.Forster provides a central reference point for my interest in the travel
genre. The application of theory to my work is examined in relation to M.M.
Bakhtin’s theory of the novel; theory that is founded in an interest in the
historical and social world and the relations between representation and reality.
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Chapter One: Introduction
My main aim when I began writing Travelling with the Duke was to
amuse the reader. I had previously written for the theatre and an imaginary
audience had always been an essential part of the process. For my novel, the
reader took the place of the audience. In that context, I am pleased that
Travelling with the Duke has been accepted for publication by Random House
in early 2009.
Travelling with the Duke is a romantic comedy set in Australia and
Italy. It is a comic variation on the theme of the fatal charm of Italy. The story
involves three generations of Australian women who go to Tuscany. The
locations include Australian suburbia, Florence, Pisa, a small hilltop town in
Tuscany and Borneo. A group of diverse, contemporary characters interact
through dialogue, letter writing, and coincidence. Renaissance art is a major
motif.
The story begins with Nelly Larkin, a grandmother with silver hair and
wild black eyebrows, running away to Italy. No one knows where she is except
the local green grocer who is sworn to secrecy. With her Italian dictionary and
grammar book and a print of Piero della Francesca’s portrait of Federico di
Montefeltro, the Renaissance Duke of Urbino, Nelly settles into her small
“room with a view” in a mountain village of Tuscany. She performs in the
local concert, wards off the attentions of a persistent, eccentric professor of
Italian Renaissance art, and refuses to write home. Back in Australia, the
search for Nelly sets off a chain of events, journeys, and encounters that
change the lives of the characters. The story includes generational variations on
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family life and romance. The different worlds of the characters become
interrelated as the characters search for each other, bypass each other, and in
some cases are unaware of their connections. The reader knows more than the
characters. To a large extent, the humour is based in the dramatic irony of the
situations and the coincidental unity of the different elements of the novel.
One aim of the novel is to echo the literary tradition of fictions about
travellers to Italy. Integrated into the narrative are textual, literary, and cultural
allusions and language variations – colloquial Australian combined with Italian
and Italian in translation. Another aim in this project is to give reality and
depth to the Italian characters and to interrogate and extend the view of Italy by
re-working accounts of Italian life from the point of view of travellers and from
within Italian society and culture.
Much of the narrative, in particular the comedy, was developed in
terms of plot and dialogue techniques that were influenced by the theatre and
my experience as an actor, director and dramatist. Conversation would be one
of the principal ways the reader would be led towards an understanding of the
characters, their relationships with each other and the development of the
narrative through dramatic irony. The concept of the theatrical “slow fade” at
the end of many sections and chapters was an ingrained technique that I used to
allow each scene to have its own identity, and to create the possibilty for the
use of racconto and forshadowing. This became a main feature of the style and
the comedy. I imagined the reader being quietly surprised by the interrelation
of the different worlds of the characters and satisfied by the eventual
coincidental unity of the different elements of the novel. The end of the novel
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was intended to give the reader a sense of resolution similar the final scene of a
stage comedy.
The particular theme I intended to respond to was that of self-discovery
and revitalization through the Italian experience. All the characters were
connected to this theme including those who never left Australia. The theme
became central to the narrative and linked to the use of Italian Renaissance art
as a motif. The plot, in itself, was a comment on this well-established
convention and provided a framework for much of the comedy. The structure
became a main commentary on the genre.
As the narrative progressed I realised that to classify the work as
belonging to one particular genre was an over simplification. If a genre can be
defined as a set of conventionalized features, there were elements in the novel
that had something in common with two other established genres - the road
genre and the picaresque novel. The practice of writing made me even more
aware of the critical issue that there are few pure genres and that most texts are
hybrid versions of genre.
Chapter Two of this dissertation explores the origins of my novel. I
reflect upon my first visit to Italy in the 1970s and the cultural and literary
connections that I connect with these early experiences. My description of the
experience of reading E. M. Forster’s A Room with a View when visiting
Florence for the first time leads to a discussion of the influence of Forster on
the novel. Through reference to allusions to A Room with a View that occur in
my text I introduce the concept of intertextuality. Travelling with the Duke
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involves a pattern of intertextual references to other novels and other writing
and paintings that have their origins in my earliest experiences in Italy.
Chapter Three discusses the references to Italian Renaissance art in
Travelling with the Duke and how they are a dominant motif. The discussion is
introduced through recollections of my first visit to Florence and my reading of
Mary McCarthy’s Stones of Florence. McCarthy’s work had a great influence
on my appreciation of Renaissance art, in particular, the Italian mannerists. A
major section of this chapter explores the complex connections in my narrative
to the work of the Italian mannerist artist Giulio Romano. I explain my
continuing interest in Romano’s works and the way in which the references to
Romano’s cycle of erotic frescoes in the Room of Cupid and Psyche in the
Palazzo Tè, Mantua, occur as part of the structural rhythm of Travelling with
the Duke and are central to the Renaissance art motif and the comedy.
Discussion of the theme of “having a good time” is approached through a
description of the Palazzo Tè as a place built for pleasure.
Chapter Four provides the historical background to Piero della
Francesca’s portrait of Federico di Montefeltro, the Duke of Urbino. The main
character Nelly, relates to the portrait and the historical Duke of Urbino as a
composite figure, the Duke of the title of the novel . I discuss the way in which
the portrait of the Duke is crucial to the story and how it is used as a device
throughout the narrative. This chapter includes some detailed references to
Castiglione’s The Book of the Courtier (1528), to explain the Renaissance
concept of sprezzatura and how it is used in the context of Travelling with the
Duke.
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Chapter Five discusses the tradition of literature about travelling to
Italy. I refer to contemporary fictions about English speakers in Italy and to
other classic works of English literature such as the Italian novels of Henry
James and George Eliot’s Middlemarch. I discuss how they have had an
underlying influence on my work. Through examination of the novel I
document some of the influences and how they emerged in the process of
writing as recollections and impressions that I have gathered over many years
from books that I have re-read many times. This chapter explores the concept
of intuitive knowledge and the way in which this knowledge has been
integrated into the structure and style of the novel.
Chapter Six refers to theoretical concepts I encountered through
practical experience in the theatre and reading in postmodern theory. This leads
to discussion of the theatrical and narrative techniques used in Travelling with
the Duke. I explore my approach to writing, my attitude to the reader and the
content of my work. The second section discusses how M. M. Bakhtin’s essays
on the novel in The Dialogic Imagination helped me to gain insight into my
own work and to situate it within a significant context. I found Bakhtin’s
interest in the historical and social world, and his interest in how human beings
act and think a compatible way of approaching the complexities of a novel and,
to some extent, the complexities of disentangling the content for the exegesis
as a whole.
Much of this reflection on the process of writing the novel and its
structure, style and meaning concerns my sense of the context of experience
that includes other literature, Italian Renaissance art and my own travels in
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Italy. Through writing this exegesis I have come to understand this essential
range of experience that shapes the novel as tacit knowledge. Henry James
defined a relevant sense of the process of writing in 1873 in relation to his
‘gathered impressions’ of Italy:
They store themselves noiselessly away, I suppose, in the dim but safe
places of memory and “taste” and we live in quiet faith that they will emerge
into vivid relief if life or art should demand them. (James The Italian Hours).
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Chapter Two: Origins - Florence, Literature and A Room with a View
Travelling with the Duke is a novel about Australian women travelling
in Italy and it has been shaped to a large extent by my own travels in Italy that
began in the 1970s. The origins of my novel lie in my personal experiences of
encountering the “real Italy” merged with other influences and ideas derived
from literature, history, biography and an interest in Italian Renaissance art.
Some recollections of personal experiences from the past provided only a sense
of a place or an emotion or an echo in the text. Others suggested the idea, the
descriptions and details for a particular chapter or scene. These influences
were, at times, combined with stored mental images which I assume have
remained in storage because they resonate with me in some way. The
interconnections and merging of personal and cultural orientations that inform
the text form a complicated web. For that reason the apparently light comedy
and different versions of romance in Travelling with the Duke involve a
network of intertextual references to Italian Renaissance art and echoes of
classic English literature and other texts about Italy.
The first time I visited Italy in the late 1970s there was no cornucopia
of well- marketed contemporary and popular books about Italy. There were few
specialist shelves in the average Australian book shop and only a limited
selection of guide books. Without giving it much thought I had associated
literature about Italy with English writers who were part of the personal canon
of my early education – Byron, Keats, Shelley, Elizabeth and Robert
Browning, George Eliot and Henry James. Most of the biographical details and
anecdotes I remembered were from the time these writers had lived in Italy.
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Keats had died in Rome and was buried in the Protestant Cemetery as was
Shelley who wrote “Ode to a Skylark” in Florence and was drowned in the
Gulf of Spezzia off the Ligurian coast of Italy. Louis Edouard Foumier’s
painting The Funeral of Shelley (an illustration in Realms of Gold, a school text
for English) featured Byron, posing, looking out to sea while Shelley’s body
burnt on the funeral pyre on the beach. This image made a lasting impression
on me and was, perhaps, the beginning of my interest in English literary figures
who had lived in Italy. The painting was reproduced in the programme for my
play, Buena Vista – A Trifle in Two Acts (1982), when it was performed by the
Playbox Theatre Company in Melbourne, and it was an acknowledged source
for the text. Now, it is impossible for me to understand why the painting of
Shelley’s death made such an impression. In any case, discovering Italy
seemed to involve an exploration of aspects of an English cultural heritage.
The first time I visited Florence, along with my Michelin guide I
carried a copy of Richard Holmes’s Shelley: The Pursuit, a revisionist
biography of the poet. It was exciting to be in Florence and to read about
Shelley’s solitary walk in the woods along the Arno when “the wind was hard
from the west” and where, in October 1819, he conceived “Ode to the West
Wind”. (Holmes 547) While my early romantic images of the literary Shelley
in Italy were reinforced I became increasingly sympathetic towards Mary who
suffered moods of despair and isolation after the death of her children in Italy.
In 1819 Mary Shelly wrote to Marianne Hunt: “We came to Italy thinking to do
Shelley’s health good – but the climate is not any means warm enough to be of
benefit to him and yet it is that that has destroyed my children” (Holmes 519). I
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lived for a time at Barga, in Tuscany, near Bagni di Lucca where the Shelleys
rented a villa with Claire Clarement in 1818. Claire was desperate about the
welfare of her child, Allegra, who had been sent to Venice where Byron (her
father) was living. In August 1818, Shelley accompanied Claire to Venice,
leaving Mary with baby Clara. From Venice Shelley wrote demanding Mary’s
presence and asking her to bring the manuscript of Prometheus Unbound. It
was a long and arduous journey and baby Clara became desperately ill in the
gondola as they crossed the lagoon. She died in Mary’s arms one hour after
they arrived in Venice.
This story had a profound effect on me at the time. It may seem to be
distanced from any personal resources for a work that is a romantic/social
fiction. It is difficult to be sure. Odd connections do happen. Three of my
female characters are women alone, and in one case she (Jenny) has been left
alone. None admit to their loneliness. An underlying theme of the novel is their
transformations. These personal and romantic issues will be commented on in
the course of this discussion.
I also came to realise that the Italy of the Shelleys was an Italy without
Italians. In 1818 Shelley wrote in a letter to Thomas Love Peacock:
The impression of [Rome] exceeds anything I have ever experienced in
my travels […] Rome is a city, as it were, of the dead, or rather those
who cannot die, and who survive the puny generations which inhabit
and pass over the spot which they have made sacred to eternity. In
Rome, at least in the first enthusiasm of your recognition of ancient
time, you see nothing of the Italians. (Ingpen 1. 51–2)
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The Shelleys’ response to Italy was in my mind when I began to write
the novel. I was determined that the characters would include Italians who
were given equal status and characterisation. I will comment on the
complications of including non English-speaking characters in a later section of
this commentary and reflection on the novel.
On my first visit to Italy English books were difficult to find but there
was an international section in a famous bookshop in Florence on the elegant
Via Tournabouni (the Australian dollar was high). It was here I bought E. M.
Forster’s A Room with a View. I read it in Florence for the first time. I also
bought The Stones of Florence by Mary McCarthy, having picked up on the
play on the title and content of Ruskin’s Stones of Venice, first published in
1851. Ruskin's essays on art and architecture were extremely influential in the
Victorian and Edwardian eras. McCarthy, I thought, obviously had a sense of
humour. So it was that my impressions of Tuscany were formed from my own
immediate responses, combined with Forster’s view of Italy, the experiences of
other English-speaking visitors, and McCarthy’s witty and idiosyncratic
perceptions of Florence.
My first and most immediate literary experience was tripping, in my
long skirt, over a marble sepulchral slab on the floor of Santa Croce, as in the
second chapter of A Room with a View – “In Santa Croce with no Baedeker”.
In Forster’s novel Lucy Honeychurch has been separated from her companions
and is alone in Santa Croce. She watches two Italian children “sousing each
other with Holy Water … Punishment quickly followed”:
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The smallest he-baby stumbled over one of the sepulchral slabs so
much admired by Mr Ruskin, and entangled his feet in the features of a
recumbent bishop. Protestant as she was, Lucy darted forward. She
was too late. He fell heavily upon the prelate’s upturned toes. (41)
The day I stumbled over the “prelate’s upturned toes” I had only read Chapter
One of A Room with a View, and like Lucy Honeychurch, who had no
Baedeker (the standard Edwardian guide book) in Santa Croce, I had no
Michelin Guide. I had attempted to read the inscriptions on the impressive
tombs but had no understanding of the history and fame of Santa Croce as the
pantheon of Florence. At this distance in time I am aware of tributes such as
Byron’s eulogy in Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage: “In Santa Croce’s holy
precincts lie/ Ashes which make it holier, dust which is/ Even in itself an
immortality” (4.54). In Chapter Two of A Room with a View Lucy
Honeychurch asks Mr Emerson, “Do you know which is the tombstone that is
praised in Ruskin?” (47) Lucy Honeychurch as least had the advantage that she
had read Ruskin’s Mornings in Florence which praised particular features in
Santa Croce. At the time, when I did have the pleasure of reading Chapter Two
of A Room with a View I also did not altogether understand the reference to
Ruskin. In retrospect, I am very aware that Lucy’s question about the
tombstone is characteristic comedy by Forster at the expense of Ruskin’s
Mornings in Florence (1875–1877), a book that was considered the standard
authority on Florence and its Renaissance art for late Victorian and Edwardian
travellers such as a Lucy Honeychurch. I am now aware that there are some
crucial textual and cultural issues involved in Lucy’s apparently unimportant
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question about the tomb recommended by Ruskin, and that they are directly
relevant to some of my main interests in Travelling with the Duke. The
reference is indirect. Forster does not provide the name of Ruskin’s book. In
addition, the reference is comedy about art and art authorities; and there are
implicit complications about the fact that Ruskin’s book is supremely confident
and heavy with authority, and the view is rigorously Christian and respectable.
Ruskin’s kind of Florentine art wears clothes. Nudes are not Christian art
according to the aesthetic canon of Mornings in Florence. Ruskin begins with
the view that if you only have time for one artist in Florence then it must be
Giotto and the place to go is Santa Croce, where the figures he praises most are
from Giotto’s representations of the life of Saint Francis in the Peruzzi Chapel.
(Ruskin 295–8)
During my first months in Florence I developed what I thought of as a
personal relationship with E M. Forster. Like Lucy Honeychurch, his young
protagonist, I had trouble remembering if Santa Croce was built by the
Franciscans or the Dominicans, and although I would never have admitted it, I
was, like Mr Emerson, Forster’s outspoken socialist, unimpressed by Giotto’s
frescoes in the Peruzzi Chapel. The fact that the novel was written in 1908
seemed unimportant. The Florence I chose to see had not changed so very
much and once, in the Piazza Signoria, I even caught a glimpse of a woman
with an Eton crop, wearing a man’s suit and a monocle, a woman who could
easily have been mistaken for Cecil Vyse, the aesthete, whom Lucy
Honeychurch eventually rejects. Discovering Forster and Italy at the same time
was, for me, a very special experience.
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These early impressions and experiences found their way into the
narrative of Travelling with the Duke – still vivid for me although added to by
later reading in art history and literature and further visits to Italy. There was
no deliberate attempt on my part to make the narrative fit around them. The
following selections illustrate how, combined with visual memories and later
reading and experience, they were integrated into the text.
In Chapter Fourteen of Travelling with the Duke Jenny, the middleaged daughter of Nelly, the protagonist, has arrived in Florence ostensibly to
search for her mother:
She stood in dark churches staring at wonderful (she had to admit they
were wonderful) paintings of the Annunciation, the Nativity, the
Adoration of the Magi ... and after re-reading one of the more romantic
scenes in Helen’s favourite Edwardian novel set in Florence, [Jenny]
rose very early one morning to stand alone on the Ponte Santa Trinita,
gazing pensively at the murky green Arno.
Unlike the heroine, who had found herself in Santa Croce without a
guidebook, she never went near a church without her Blue Guide and
tried to learn the basics of church architecture, although she still
hesitated over the apse and nave. (151)
This is an allusion to Chapter Two of Forster’s A Room with a View –
“In Santa Croce with no Baedeker”, although the reader is not given the title of
Forster’s novel. The allusion is intentional and significant but it is not critical
for the reader to recognise it. The withholding of the title is a strategy that is
repeated with other intertextual features of the novel. Oddly, I was not
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consciously aware of the similarity to Forster’s game with the missing title of
Mornings in Florence in the second chapter of A Room with a View.
I have chosen to use the terms “intertextual” and “intertextuality” to
comment on Travelling with the Duke in order to point to a wide range of
literary and cultural connections. Intertextuality is a concept that dominates
much contemporary comment on literature and the arts; and it has been a main
issue in theory since the late nineteen sixties when Julia Kristeva introduced
Bakhtin’s theory to Paris. (Allen 3) (I will return to Bakhtin’s theory in Chapter
Six). Intertextuality has the advantage that in one sense it points to the cultural
contexts of texts and the relations between texts and cultural contexts. At the
same time, intertextuality is used to refer to the special interest in recent
postmodern texts in variations on imitation, allusion, pastiche and echoes:
As a cultural and historical term [intertextuality] is often associated
with notions of pastiche, imitation and the mixing of already established styles
and practices ... contemporary literature seems concerned with echoing and
playing with previous stories, classic texts and long established genres such as
the romance and the detective story. (Allen 5)
I find the concept of intertextuality especially useful for commenting
on Travelling with the Duke for the reason that it helps to point to both precise
imitation and echoes of other texts and the fact that these connections involve
wider cultural contexts. In particular, Travelling with the Duke involves a
pattern of references to other novels and other writing and paintings that have
their origins in my earliest experience of Italy.
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The essential similarity between Forster’s character, Lucy
Honeychurch and Jenny is the fact that they are English speakers who are
visiting Italy for the first time. Combined with this is my personal experience
in Santa Croce. The apse and nave have been substituted for the Franciscans
and the Dominicans. The reference to the Blue Guide is a light joke for those
readers who are aware of Forster’s reference to the nineteenth century
Baedeker guide books. Forster’s Miss Lavish, an English “lady” novelist who
prides herself on being unconventional, has confiscated Lucy’s Baedeker: “you
are not to look at your Baedeker. I shan’t let you carry it. We will simply drift”
(A Room with a View 39). Forster uses Baedeker as a reference point in order to
make some of his sceptical comments on English tourists in Italy. Lucy’s loss
of her guide book leads to one of the first indications of her struggle to
understand herself and not to be one of those who “march to their destiny by
catchwords” – a main theme in A Room with a View, as in Mr Emerson’s
comment to Lucy about art and life: “My dear,’ said the old man gently, I think
you are repeating what you have heard older people say” (194). This is echoed
in the narrative of Travelling with the Duke in so far as Jenny is struggling with
her lack of experience and confidence. She also finds it difficult to admit to
herself that she seems to be immune to the fatal charm of Italy.
There are other intentional and significant allusions to A Room with a
View, although again recognition of the intertextual references is not essential for
the reader. The fact that this level of literary allusion is at once significant and in
a sense optional underlines one of my main insights about the origins and
structure of my novel and, in particular, the mix of romantic comedy and cultural
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comedy that developed in the process of writing. My first experience of
Florence, my later visits to Italy, and my interest in English literature and Italian
Renaissance art combined to create a network of cultural connections that I see
as one of the most distinctive and interesting features of Travelling with the
Duke.
I wanted to make the novel work in two ways: as a narrative that readers
might enjoy without close involvement with the connections with other literature
and Renaissance Italian art; and as a novel that might be rewarding for readers
interested in connections with other books and Italian art. At this point I need to
explain my interest in intertextual references in more detail and begin to explain
how they are basic and extensive in Travelling with the Duke.
There are other allusions to Forster’s A Room with a View. For example,
when Nelly arrives in Italy she is given a small austere room at the albergo but it
has a wonderful view. “ ‘Signora! Grazie!’” she says to Gianna, the owner of the
hotel: “ ‘Una camera con una vista!’” That is, a room with a view. The allusion
continues in Gianna’s reply: “ ‘Si,’” said Gianna dryly. ‘These foreigners were
always crazy about the view.’ ” (61)
In Chapter Four of A Room with a View Lucy witnesses the stabbing of
an Italian man in the Piazza Signoria. She has been restive, reflecting that
“nothing ever happens to me” (61). “Then,” Forster writes, “something did
happen” (62). This deceptively simple statement stands alone on the page,
signalling one of the most important events in the novel, an event that sets the
course for the development of the plot. It is memorable for its perfect positioning
and as an elegant understatement. Something also “happens” to George who is
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there to catch Lucy when she faints. Lucy has crossed “some spiritual
boundary”, and George (the boy) has “verged into a man” (64). “For something
tremendous has happened,” he says. “It has happened,” he repeats in his next
sentence. This kind of repetition plus variation Forster himself defined as
“rhythm” in the structure of the novel.
Forster explained his idea of “rhythm” in Chapter Eight of Aspects of the
Novel (1927), his exploration of the practice and art of writing a novel. Chapter
Eight is the penultimate chapter of Aspects of the Novel and in many ways the
most interesting. Forster attempts to define structure in the novel in ways that
make sense to the reader and writer and as art rather than as a mechanical design.
Interestingly he begins with an approach that compares the novel to the visual
arts, “We will borrow from painting first and call it pattern” (102). For Forster
while “pattern” may be associated with anything in a novel (“any character,
scene, word”) it is most closely associated with plot. He then stresses that his
view of structure is opposed to a rigid pattern that is designed for an aesthetic
effect but fails to allow for the real complexity of life (112). His example is
Henry James’s The Ambassadors. From “pattern” Forster moves to “rhythm”
where his analogy is to music. His example here is Proust’s A la Recherche du
Temps Perdu and Proust’s repetitive use of the motif of “the “little phrase” in the
music of Vinteuil” (113). “Rhythm” for Forster is a structural design of repeated
motifs that is not arbitrary, not rigid or formulaic, and that is discovered by the
writer in the process of writing. He stresses that rhythm is a structural design that
is discovered: “I doubt that it can be achieved by the writers who plan their
books beforehand, it has to depend on a local impulse when the right interval is
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reached” (115). He also stresses that rhythm is a structure of repetitive motifs
and echoes that is intermittent: “There are times when it means nothing and is
forgotten, and this seems to me the function of rhythm in fiction: not to be there
all the time like a pattern, but by its lovely waxing and waning to fill us with
surprise and freshness and hope” (115).
I learned from Aspects of the Novel because it was compatible reading.
For example, I share Forster’s understanding that this kind of structure is
something that is discovered with pleasure in the process of writing. I should
also stress that I learned even more from reading Forster’s novels and their
practical illustration of the possibilities of a structure of repeated phrases, words,
incidents and cultural references that creates a “rhythmical” pattern in the
evolution of the themes of a text. My particular approach in my own novel
imitates something of Forster’s approach to textual pattern as a key part of the
structure. Travelling with the Duke refers to Forster’s novels by way of quotation
and allusion, as a variation on intertextual “rhythm”.
For example, Forster’s phrase about something happening is echoed in
my text. It registers less momentous occasions but with the intention of
creating a rhythmical effect linked to the theme of self discovery and
revitalisation through the Italian experience. In Chapter Eleven of Travelling
with the Duke Katherine first sees Marcello, the Italian veterinarian, while
watching an artificial insemination:
[Katherine] slipped on the flagstones, only managing to save herself
from falling by clutching at the flank of a cow, and ran to the doorway.
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Out in the fresh air and the sharp sunlight she leant against the warm
stone wall of the barn and wiped her hands on her skirt. ‘Something has
happened,’ she said to herself, feeling the warm sweat of the cow
through the thin material. (119)
The allusion to A Room with a View is a light intertextual joke in so far as there
is some humour in the comparison between a murder in the Pizza Signoria and
an artificial insemination in a Tuscan barn. However, the sexual awakening of
Lucy Honeychurch and Katherine is comparable.
The words about something happening are repeated in Chapter Fifteen of
Travelling with the Duke. Jenny (Katherine’s mother) is composing a postcard to
send home to Australia describing her visit to the hairdresser in Florence. She is
acknowledging her growing confidence:
A tall, oldish, weathered Australian just called me ‘bella’ and I know
it’s just a throw away line in Italy (I’ve learnt something) but it was
nice and I think it’s because something happened to me today at
Signore Vittorini’s – the hairdresser. He claims he is naming his latest
hair colour Pontormo Gold because I inspired him! (163)
Both these episodes in my novel are based on experiences during my first visit
to Italy when I read A Room with a View for the first time. I am confident that
the echoes of Forster’s words have emerged through this connection and I was
aware of the allusions as I wrote. I included details such as Jenny’s “Edwardian
novel set in Florence” (151) and the repetitions about a room with a view in
order to encourage readers to share the connections.
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Another major structural feature of Travelling with the Duke follows
from these origins in my first visit to Florence and my concern to refer to other
texts and the Italian Renaissance art that is so important in the northern Italian
experience. My first response to Italy was as someone who was interested in
Italian culture and the literature about Italy but not as a scholar. From Forster
there was the influence of a writer who had a reasonably close knowledge of
Italy and valued the intense personal experience of an interested,
unprofessional tourist like Lucy Honeychurch. I see more clearly now than I
did during the writing that Travelling with the Duke has a structure about
learning and the point of view of tourists without specialist knowledge. This is
a basic, potentially contradictory concern that appears in the characterisation
and the developing relations between the characters.
One of the techniques of the comedy in Travelling with the Duke is that
the references to Italian art are presented to the reader through two types of
characters. There are those who are informed and those who respond to the art
works on a spontaneous, personal level with little or no pre-knowledge. These
different perspectives inform the text on two levels and, I hope, create
continuing interest in different ways of seeing and the validity of different
responses. The play of different perspectives is central to the comedy of the
novel as I understand it. For example, Professor Enrico della Piccola is a
retired professor of fine arts and his assistant Katherine (the granddaughter of
Nelly, the protagonist) is an art student. Their thoughts about Renaissance art
and their dialogue are based on their knowledge and expertise in the area. In
contrast, Nelly the protagonist, who travels with a print of a Renaissance
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painting, and Jenny her daughter have no specialist knowledge. As an extreme
case, Mrs Ellis, the Australian suburban neighbour, a minor comic character,
knows little or nothing about Italian art. Mrs Ellis collects the art postcards that
arrive from Italy and sticks them to the door of her fridge. They eventually lead
to an incident that changes her life.
Mrs Ellis’s response to Botticelli’s The Birth of Venus is intended to be
humorous but at the same time her observation that “[Venus] was very pretty
and had a beautiful figure, although her neck looked a bit too long to be
normal” is an accurate description (189). E.H. Gombrich, the art historian from
the Warburg Institute, London, writes: “Botticelli’s Venus is so beautiful that
we do not notice the unnatural length of her neck” (199). He goes on to say that
our impression of Venus is enhanced by the “liberties which Botticelli took
with nature in order to achieve a graceful outline”. Mrs Ellis may not see the
long neck as an enhancement but it does not prevent her from appreciating (in
her own way) the beauty of Venus. On re-reading Gombrich’s Introduction to
The Story of Art I was pleased to think that he would have approved of Mrs
Ellis’ response to the painting. He writes: “It is infinitely better not to know
anything about art than to have the kind of half-knowledge which makes for
snobbishness… to talk cleverly about art is not very difficult … to look at a
picture with fresh eyes and to venture on a voyage of discovery into it is a far
more difficult but also a much more rewarding task” (17–18). Mrs Ellis
discovers and takes pleasure in the sensuality of the Italian paintings. It is one
of the key factors in the development of her character. “And don't think I
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haven't observed all the particulars,” she says, commenting on the postcard of
the erotic fresco of the Rustic Banquet at the Palazzo Tè, Mantova (34).
The cultural comedy about Mrs Ellis, her lack of learning about art,
Botticelli, and art scholarship are characteristic of the complications that
developed in Travelling with the Duke as a result of its origins and my
continuing interests. There are some issues and tensions that might not be
expected in a light romantic comedy about travelling to Italy. These include a
basic tension between light comedy and intertextual references to literature and
Italian art; and complications about professional learning and the point of view
of the ordinary traveller. As the novel developed some interests became
clearer. One intention was to acknowledge and celebrate the importance of
Renaissance art in Italian culture while at the same time de-mystifying it within
the context of a romantic/social comedy about Australian visitors to Italy.
I see the novel that developed as a kind of cultural comedy that brings
together different, sometimes unlikely cultural experiences and different levels
of culture. There is the interest of the meeting of Australian culture and Italian
culture. From this point of view I began to write with an aim to challenge, and
even transform, stereotypes about national identity (Australian as well as
Italian) and about the high culture of the Renaissance and popular culture.
Italian Renaissance art became a major focus of the novel and central to the
development of the plot and the techniques I used for comedy. The references
to the works of Renaissance art spread across the narrative, linking the Italian
and Australian characters and providing ways of setting up coincidences
essential to the plot. It was in the first stages of writing that I began to think of
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the Piero della Francesca portrait of the Duke of Urbino as a character
interwoven into the novel and the possibility of drawing on my interest in
Mantua and the frescoes at the Palazzo Te. While my first visit to Florence was
the starting point for the novel, since then I have revisited Italy many times and
continued to learn about the Italian Renaissance. My subsequent experience
has shaped the novel in important ways. It has certainly helped to shape my
interest in differing modes of intertextuality and the different kinds of
experience of travel to Italy.
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Chapter Three: Mary McCarthy, Renaissance Art and Mannerism
At times it seems to me that references to Italian Renaissance art and
descriptions of Italian Renaissance works of art are the main structural motif in
Travelling with the Duke. Italian Renaissance art is the dominant thread that
shapes the title, the narrative and the degree of intertextuality. Travelling with
the Duke is a network of direct references, events, echoes and allusion
concerned with Italian Renaissance art. In addition it provides the foundation
for settings, major and minor incidents and conversations throughout the novel
and a basis for the comedy and the development of the plot. The title is a game
about Italian art. It sounds like the title for a story about someone travelling
with a real duke, instead the reference is to Piero della Francesca’s portrait of
the Duke of Urbino. I first saw the portrait of the Duke when I visited the
Uffizi on my first visit to Florence.
It was possible then to have free entry through the Italian Cultural
Institute and there were no long queues. Dropping into the Uffizi to see the
Duke in the Early Renaissance Room was not a difficult thing to do and
learning about Italian Renaissance art seemed to be part of everyday life. Mary
McCarthy’s The Stones of Florence proved to be the perfect companion. Her
intimacy with her topic, expressed in a witty, direct and uncluttered style (there
are no references and no footnotes) seemed to encourage a personal response to
the paintings from the reader. From Mary McCarthy I learnt to appreciate Italy
and Italian art while not underestimating my own responses. “How can you
stand it?” is her opening sentence in The Stones of Florence (11). “There is too
much Renaissance art in Florence,” she writes. Even now, this remains, for me,
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an antidote to many over romanticised memoirs and fictions about Italy and the
effusive marketing copy that accompanies them. (Talking about differences of
taste is difficult but for the moment I suggest Frances Mayes’ Bella Tuscany). I
found Mary McCarthy such a compatible guide to Italy that I am not altogether
sure where her influence on Travelling with the Duke begins and ends. In
addition to the focus on Renaissance art I am aware that my account of
travellers in Italy in the novel includes a thematic concern with independence
and a lack of sentimental idealism; and Mary McCarthy helped to focus both of
these matters for me. With both issues I am inclined to see the similarities
finally as a matter of compatibility in addition to some direct influence and
borrowing.
A major structural issue for understanding Travelling with the Duke is
that it reflects a personal interest in particular areas of Italian Renaissance art.
The view in my novel is selective and focuses on particular works and
particular art movements that are not mainstream and reflect my personal
interests in the Renaissance and Italian Renaissance art and architecture.
Travelling with the Duke concentrates on the portrait of the Duke of Urbino
and, in contrast, it involves a particular focus on Mannerism. I was already
interested in Mannerism when I first visited Florence and Mary McCarthy
helped to shape the way I saw the great Mannerist paintings. I have returned to
Mannerism in Italy over many years.
Florence was the perfect place to begin a study of Mannerism because
it was one of the main centres in which the movement developed. Mannerism
is the movement in art and architecture that developed after the High

Travelling with the Duke: Origins, Structure, Technique

30

Renaissance of the second half of the fifteenth century. At the beginning of the
1500s the younger followers of Michelangelo began to experiment with the
mannered and dramatic style he developed in his mature works from the David
onwards. The term “Mannerism” was used by Vasari to mean a style at once in
the manner (maniera) of Michelangelo and stylish. Mannerism developed as an
aesthetic movement that was stylish, sophisticated, intellectual and in some
ways outrageous. (Rauch 309–49) Michelangelo had established the possibility
of a new sophistication and the “bravura execution of highly complex poses ...
with audacious ease” (Rauch 344). The Mannerists who followed experimented
with sophisticated cleverness, extreme poses and colours, and challenges to
established conventions. (Shearman) Their religious paintings run to extremes
of theatricality. Their secular paintings include extremes of eroticism. The
earliest Mannerist painters were the Florentines Pontormo (1494–1557), Rosso
Fiorentino (1494–1540) and Bronzino (1503–1572).
On my first visit to Florence I saw the Mannerists’ paintings in the
Uffizi Gallery and the great Pontormo Deposition (c1523 – 5) in Santa Felicità
just over the Ponte Vecchio. How Mannerism is understood is still a matter of
debate for art critics. Traditional art criticism has been wary of the extremes of
taste in Mannerist paintings. Pontormo’s Deposition is a central painting in the
debate about whether Mannerism is approved or disapproved. (See Illustration
One and Berti Plate xlvii). I have been fascinated by it now for many years and
return to it when I revisit Florence. I have included it in Travelling with the
Duke with a particular interest in how it is seen and described. Consider the
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following eloquent and conventional description by Alexander Rauch in
Renaissance Art, a standard art history:
A turbulent cluster of bodies is rhythmically and harmoniously linked
into a circle. The figures appear as if in a trance, lifted out of time and
floating in space. The rise and fall of their movements seems to defy
the laws of gravity, and luminous colours shimmer through their
dematerialized bodies. .... the centre of Pontormo’s Deposition is given
over to an utterly unimportant object – a raised piece of blue cloth.
(344)
Rauch’s description captures some of the strangeness of Pontormo’s painting. I
am not so sure that it captures the full possibilities of complicated meaning and
design. On my first visit to Florence I responded to the painting without
reference to the art historians. The main immediate influence was Mary
McCarthy in The Stones of Florence.
McCarthy’s individualistic descriptions of the Italian Mannerists are
reflected in Travelling with the Duke in Jenny’s reaction to Pontormo’s
Deposition in Chapter Fourteen. My old copy of McCarthy’s The Stones of
Florence falls open at the pages on the ‘primo manierismo fiorentio’ – early
Florentine Mannerism. Some of McCarthy’s facts are now disputed but her
response to Mannerism is memorable; and it is written in a significantly
feminine voice. Her style is a unique mix of astute, extravagant, critical
observations and a heightened, traditional, feminine vocabulary that includes
dress and cosmetics. The way in which she expresses her opinions is personal;
she gives no acknowledgment to other art critics and at times is arrogant and
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elitist as with her reference to “home-dressmakers” and “ungainly girls” in her
comment about “the speciality of the Mannerists, who loved the two-tone
effects now found chiefly in sleazy taffetas popular with home-dressmakers for
an ungainly girl’s first formal” (157).
Pontormo’s Deposition is a confronting painting – as are McCarthy’s
comments. “The first reaction to a typical altarpiece by Pontormo … is one of
sheer repulsion and bewilderment,” she writes (157). This was not my own
reaction but I felt that it would be that of my character Jenny. The description
of the painting, as it is in my novel, is taken from notes I took in Santa Felicità
but my view of the painting was influenced by McCarthy:
One morning [Jenny] crossed the Ponte Vecchio to a small gloomy
church to see Pontormo’s Deposition - the painting that Jim had
assured her would be a life-changing experience. She found it
completely revolting. The bloodless figure of Christ was supported by a
young man whose head was twisted awkwardly, his eyes staring at her
as though he was daring her to comment on his receding golden curls,
and his inappropriate, yellow taffeta loincloth. The worst thing was that
his torso was a blotchy, lolly pink, a colour she could only associate
with her most unsuccessful attempts at decorating the children’s
birthday cakes after she had added a few drops of cochineal to the
white icing. (151 - 2)
The “yellow taffeta loincloth” is an obvious echo of Mary McCarthy’s
vocabulary while my description of the lolly pink torso of the young man
supporting Christ and Jenny’s comparison to the cochineal-coloured icing on a
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child’s birthday cake seemed an appropriate way for her to express her
responses to this strange painting with its “ethereally feminine” figures dressed
in “peppermint pink” and “candy tints,” as they are described in The Stones of
Florence (159).
The main Italian Mannerist reference in Travelling with the Duke is to
Giulio Romano’s frescoes in the Room of the Horses and the Room of the
Marriage of Cupid and Psyche in the Palazzo Tè in Mantua. I first visited the
Palazzo Tè long before I thought of using it in a novel. I have also revisited the
Palazzo Tè several times since I began writing the novel and taken extensive
notes, and read widely about Giulio Romano and Mantua. Nevertheless, my
first impressions were a main influence when I was creating the episodes in the
novel. In particular, I hoped to represent something of the excitement I felt on
my own first visit when Katherine sees the Room of the Horses for the first
time.
I should say that I first visited Mantua for the reason that Giulio
Romano has a special connection with English literature. Giulio Romano
(1499–1546) belonged to the generation of Roman painters who developed a
Roman version of Mannerism. He began his career as a young painter working
as an assistant to Raphael and worked with Raphael on the frescoes in the
Farnesina Palace and the Vatican Palace in Rome before 1519. (Ambrosio 23–
33) Romano was so famous in the century after his death that he is the only
“modern” artist mentioned by Shakespeare in a play. At the end of The
Winter's Tale, Shakespeare, for the first and only time in his career, praises an
Italian Renaissance artist by name, when he describes the marvellous statue
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that is later revealed to be the real Hermione. For Shakespeare, Giulio Romano
is an occasion to write about the Renaissance theme of art that outdoes life.
Two courtiers describe the statue said to have been recently renewed by Giulio
Romano:
A piece many years in doing, and now newly performed by that rare
Italian master Giulio Romano, who, had he himself eternity and could
put breath into his work, would beguile nature of his custom, so
perfectly he is her ape. He so near to Hermione hath done Hermione
that they say one would speak to her and stand in the hope of an
answer. (5.2. 87– 92)
Romano is especially noted for the dramatic illusionism of many of the
frescoes he painted and it might have been his reputation for illusionistic
realism that made Shakespeare choose him as the creator of Hermione's statue.
It is not known if Shakespeare ever visited Italy but it is highly likely that he
would have seen contemporary prints of Romano’s drawings engraved by
Marcantonio Raimondi. They were a significant contribution to the spread of
sixteenth–century Italian style throughout Europe. Raimondi also engraved
Romano’s erotic album, I Modi (the positions), a project that led to Raimondi
being jailed in Rome. (Ambrosio 11) The puzzle about Shakespeare’s reference
to Giulio Romano has always fascinated me. It seems to have been one reason
to use Giulio Romano’s work as part of a literary game about Renaissance
Italian art in a novel that is a romantic comedy.
Giulio Romano trained in Rome in the first twenty years of the
sixteenth century in the period of the rise of Mannerism. He was brought from
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Rome to Mantua in 1524 by Federico Gonzaga, the Duke of Mantua who had
begun his career as a condottiere (a mercenary soldier), as had Federico di
Montefeltro, the Duke of the title of the novel. Mantua was an early centre of
humanism and in the forefront of reviving interest in classical ideas, literature
and art. Romano became the court painter and architect and spent the rest of his
life in Mantua. At the peak of his career he was considered the chief
representative of Mannerism, the new artistic vogue of the age. Romano’s most
important work in Mantua was the Palazzo Tè, the setting for scenes in Chapter
Eleven of my novel and a major reference point throughout the narrative. (The
definitive account of Giulio Romano in Mantua is an Italian study published in
Mantua: Paolo Carpeggiani and Chiara Tellini Perina Giulio Romano A
Mantova).
Travelling with the Duke provides background about Romano, although
as part of an approach that is selective and indirect. In Chapter Eleven, the
Professor has spent the day visiting the Palazzo Tè with his assistant Katherine
and her, about-to-be, lover. Finding himself alone in his hotel room in Mantua
he thinks about the successful young Giulio Romano arriving from Rome. The
Professor is no longer young and no longer considers himself successful. Here
the reader, through the Professor’s thoughts, is given some background
knowledge about Giulio Romano:
Back in his room overlooking the small square in front of the Ducal
Palace of the Gonzagas he tried to imagine the successful, young Giuilo
Romano arriving there from Rome; to paint in the modern manner, to
make radical changes in the artistic language of Northern Italy, to turn
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Mantua into the ‘new Rome.’ Giuilo was a ‘noble genius’ according to
the Gonzaga Prince, a ‘trendy’ Katherine had said, and she was, in her
own way, quite right. (128)
Federico II, Duke of Mantua, commissioned Romano to build the Palazzo Tè
on the site of his stables, as a place where he could retire, “some times to feast,
or dine for pleasure” (Bazotti 8). Three rooms in the Palazzo Tè encourage the
visitor see it as a pleasure palace: the Room of the Giants with grotesque
trompe l’oeil illusionism that makes it seem that the world and the room are
falling down around the defeated giants; the Room of the Horses (Illustration
Two); and the Banquet Room, the Room of the Marriage of Cupid and Psyche
(Illustration Three). The Room of the Giants is the most famous room in the
palace and was considered to be a daring experiment by Romano. But the
images of “huge, crushed bodies and monstrous giants” (Skira 64) create an
atmosphere of violent energy and this was not in keeping with the atmosphere I
wanted to make use of in the scenes set in the Palazzo Tè.
The young Duke of Mantua who commissioned Giulio Romano to
build and decorate the Palazzo Tè shared his family’s passion for horses. (As
the Gonzaga family were condottieri (mercenary soldiers) horses were
important for their family profession as well as for pleasure). The Room of the
Horses is an elegant room; decorated with frescoes that are trompe l’oeil, lifesize portraits of the Duke’s favourite horses. It seems to have been a reception
room and leads straight into the Room of the Marriage of Cupid and Psyche.
The Duke of Mantua had a fondness for explicitly erotic and sensual works of
art and in his banquet room the story of Cupid and Psyche from Apuleius’s The
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Golden Ass (an erotic, bawdy novel from the 2nd century A.D.) is used as the
basis for a bacchanalian, erotic fresco that covers the four walls and the ceiling
of the room. Romano’s mythological eroticism is extravagant, colourful, and
joyful. Explanations of this complicated decorative cycle of frescoes range
from Neo Platonic interpretations to allusions to the personal life of Gonzaga,
the Duke of Mantua. (Carpeggiani and Chiara 75–84; Bazotti 37–45)
I was aware of the atmosphere of the rooms as I described the
developing relationship between Katherine and Marcello. They meet for the
second time, with some awkwardness, in the bare and elegant Room of the
Horses. (Carpeggiani and Chiara 71–3) The images of the horses provide the
opportunity for Katherine to make the first move and jokingly refer to the
connection between the “horses” and “cows”, that is, to the first time she saw
Marcello when she was, by accident, at the scene of the artificial insemination
(125-6). Marcello shows a tendency towards European formality (this is made
clearer in his letter to the Professor at the end of the chapter (133)) but
Katherine breaks the awkwardness with her more direct Australian manner.
When writing this scene I thought momentarily of Henry James’ Daisy Miller
and the way in which James juxtaposed the manners and culture of Americans
with the Europeans. When Katherine and Marcello study the erotic frescoes in
the Room of the Marriage of Cupid and Psyche (Carpeggiani and Chiara 75–
81; Electa) their relationship moves into the next phase. Again, it is Katherine
who takes the lead. She stands “unnecessarily close to the young man, tugging
at his sleeve, and touching his arm” (127) and as the Professor interprets the
frescoes she interrupts “pointing out some of the “more erudite and classical
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illusions with “her own lively interpretations” (127). In this room there are two
frescoes that are important in Travelling with the Duke. I have referred to “The
seduction of Olympia by Jupiter in the guise of a serpent”. The fresco of
“Pasiphae, Queen of Crete, entering the false cow in which she will mate with
the bull” is directly connected to the story of Katherine and Marcello and
provides comic references. Immediately after returning from seeing the
artificial insemination in the barn Katherine had become “red in the face” as
she listened to the Professor’s enthusiastic description of the “bestial loves”
(120).
I am not a professional art scholar but the references to Giulio Romano
(and the other art references in the novel) are based on research that includes
wide reading as well as visits to the sites in Italy. On one visit to the Palazzo Tè
I read tourist information near the fishpond about how hydraulic machinery
was used in Romano’s time to circulate the water. I recycled this information to
the passage in the novel when the Professor thinks about how he had been
looking forward to telling Katherine about “the hydraulic machinery used to
operate the fountains and keep the water circulating through the fishponds”
(126). The fact that the fishpond is now “green and murky” marks his
difference from the young lovers and a beginning of his renewal. As recently as
September 2007 in Mantua I found a scholarly guide book on sale at the Palace
that noted recent changes in the accreditation given to art works in the Palace.
Some have now been attributed to different artists, others are classified as
unknown and many of the attributions are conflicting. Fortunately, the frescoed
walls of the Chamber of Psyche are still widely attributed to Giulio Romano
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(as I have indicated in the novel). One recent accreditation in the guide notes
for the frescoes in the Room of the Horses is now given to Rinaldo Mantovano
who assisted Romano but this seems to be a matter for conjecture. What is
undisputed is that the frescoes in the Room of the Horses have been “brought
into the living space ... as if they had leapt from the age of Giulio and
Frederico into the present” (Bazotti 33). I decided to leave Katherine’s
thoughts about the painting of the horses as they were in my text: “She stepped
into what was really a large hall and found herself surrounded by four portraits
of horses looking at her with one eye as though she had caught them stepping
out of their painted frames. For that was how Giulio Romano had painted
them” (124).
However, Giulio Romano’s Palazzo Tè has links with my main
concerns in Travelling with the Duke beyond the level of plot. Romano’s
Renaissance erotic frescoes are a major motif in the novel, part of the structural
“rhythm” as Forster understood the art of the novel. They support comic
connections the novel makes between romance and sex. The descriptions of
Renaissance eroticism at the Palazzo Tè provide the only explicit reference to
sex in the novel. They draw attention to the suppressed, unexpressed or
forgotten sexuality of the characters and to the theme of self discovery and
revitalization. One great advantage of using the frescoes in this way is that they
provide access to the erotic that is dramatic and indirect (in the sense that there
is no need for explicit sex scenes in the story) as well as part of the game about
Italy and Italian art. I also realize that this is another point at which the
structure of my variation on the romantic novel might be indebted to E.M.
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Forster. The fact that Travelling with the Duke is a comic and somewhat erotic
romance without explicit sex scenes makes it very much a postmodern
variation on Forster’s novels such as A Room with a View, and, of course, I
have already noted my interest in Forster’s use of scenes about the Italian
Renaissance such as Lucy’s visit to Santa Croce without a Baedeker. At the
same time I need to stress again that my use of Mantua was derived directly
from my continuing interest in Mantua and the Palazzo Tè.
I feel that my continued familiarity with the setting and the works of
Giulio Romano over time enabled me to feel at ease with this material and use
it imaginatively for dramatic effect. As with the episodes set in Florence and
other places in Italy that I know well, at no time was I aware of manipulating
the narrative in order to make use of the material. The connections seemed to
be finding their own way into the sequence of events. What at the time of
writing seemed to be fortunate coincidences have proved to have been part of a
significant design that I was not altogether aware of at the time of writing. For
me this is one of the most interesting features of reflecting on the process of
writing and on the completed novel. After all, the final design here is partly a
matter of detailed allusions and romantic comedy that builds like a well made
theatrical farce (and I return to my interest in the theatre in a later chapter). As
an example that is relevant, I suggest the links between the episode of the
artificial insemination and Giulio Romano’s fresco depicting the mating of
Pasiphae with the wild bull, and the meeting of Katherine and Marcello, the
veterinarian, at the Palazzo Te in the Sala dei Cavalli – the Room of the
Horses. Finding humorous connections seems to have been a major part of the
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design throughout the novel. My strongest intention was to write in a style that
was in light in tone while at the same time informing the text with an unusual
range of cultural references and connections as well as comic narrative
complications. Certainly the Palazzo Tè appears throughout the narrative as
part of this intended design.
In the completed novel the references to the Palazzo Tè develop the
story and contrive comic, dramatic revelations as part of a design that, from the
reader’s experience of the novel, are contrived, fragmentary, interconnected
and cumulative, like a literary game. In some cases descriptions of the
paintings have been included in early episodes of the novel allowing the reader
to be one step ahead of the characters. For example, the reader is given some
details of the frescoes in the Room of Cupid and Psyche in the episode when
Katherine returns to the Professor’s study immediately after seeing the artificial
insemination in the barn and becomes “red in the face” as she listens to the
Professor’s enthusiastic description of “bestial loves”: “Olympia seduced by
Jupiter in the guise of serpent! Pasiphae entering the false cow in which she
will mate with the bull!” (120). In addition, references to the fresco are
dispersed through the novel.
Details of the fresco Olympia Seduced by Jupiter in the Guise of a
Serpent in the Room of the Marriage of Cupid and Psyche are described in
some detail in Chapter Two when Jenny (Katherine’s mother) receives a letter
from Katherine. As with Mrs Ellis’s interpretation of Botticelli’s Birth of Venus
Jenny gives her own response:
Inside there was a post card, a painting of a naked woman and man. The
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woman, with a ribbon of muslin tied under her breasts, was leaning
back, her fingers over the edge of the frame, while the man, with a
golden beard and a kind of fish serpent's tail, bent over her, touching her
face with his outstretched hand. How lovely, thought Jenny …
Only then did she notice that the male figure had not only a scaled
sea serpent’s tail, but a large, erect penis aimed directly at Olympia. …
Olympia had one leg thrown over Jupiter's back, her heel resting on his
buttock, her toes nearly touching the green twisting tail. For the second
time that day she thought of Philip. She stopped herself and
concentrated on the strange images in the background of the painting.
There was a bizarre, winged, bird-like creature, and peering around the
frame, the head of a man who was having his eye poked out. Serves him
right, thought Jenny, but it must mean something. What was it
Katherine had written, "iconological significance?" (30-1)
As part of the erotic motif the references occur again in Chapter Sixteen. A
major confrontation between Nelly and the Professor is based on Nelly’s
discovery that the art classes he has been giving to the old men of the village at
the Circolo in Ponteremo are, in fact, studies of Renaissance erotic frescoes.
Earlier references and descriptions of the frescoes in the Palazzo Tè again work
as dramatic irony where the reader benefits from knowing more than the
character. Also the fact that Katherine (who was the Professor’s assistant in
Mantua) is Nelly’s granddaughter is information that is mentioned in Chapter
Two although not precisely explained. (30) One of the main techniques of the
comedy in the novel involves concealing truths from the characters while
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revealing them to the reader:
[Nelly] laid the book out on the table and opened it at the page marked
with a railway ticket. There in full, glowing colour was an enlarged
detail from the Sala di Amore è Psiche, showing the serpent-tailed
Jupiter targeting Olympia with his god-given erection. (183)
At that point the comedy gains from the fact that the reader should be already
very well aware of the nature of this particular fresco in the Room of the
Marriage of Cupid and Psyche; and hopefully the comic complication adds to
the strength of the repetition about the fresco as a contribution to the erotic
complications of the narrative.
The fact that Federico II commissioned Giulio Romano to build and
decorate the Palazzo Tè as a place “for pleasure” stayed in my mind throughout
the writing of Travelling with the Duke. The formal dedication for the Palazzo
can be seen in Latin on the cornice running along the bottom of the lunette
(above the bacchanalian banqueting scene) in the chamber of Psyche. In
translation it reads: “Federico II Gonzaga Fifth ... ordered its construction for
his honest leisure (onesto ocio) after hard work to regain his strength in peace.”
There is a peaceful atmosphere at the palace but the most immediate
impression on entering the Room of Cupid and Psyche is that it has been
decorated as a place of pleasure, a place for “having a good time”.
The concept of having a good time is an underlying theme of
Travelling with the Duke. It applies to a range of characters. It is integral to the
plot as in the implication that Nelly’s running away to Italy involves an attempt
to make up for not having a “good time” in Florence when she was young. In a
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number of places it is more or less implicit as a detail in the conversation. In
Chapter Three, Harry, Nelly’s grandson, speaks to Mrs Ellis: “ ‘Don’t worry.
I’m sure Nelly’s just run off to have a good time.’ [Mrs Ellis] looked at him
with watery eyes and clutched at the leaves of the aspidistra. ‘A good time,”
she said feebly’ ” (46). In one case it is explicit. The Professor, alone in the
albergo in Mantua hears: “the tip tap of Katherine’s shoes on the stairs. She
must be dressed up, he thought, dressed up to go out for a good time, for fun.
… Per divertimento” (127). In Chapter Sixteen Nelly is thinking back to her
youth before she interrupts the men in their art class at the Circolo. She
remembers walking with her mother, past the hotel on the corner, where her
father and brothers were drinking on a Friday night after work: “She would
pull away from her mother to peer into the bar through the panels of glass in
the front door. It was forbidden territory; friendly and warm, with the glow
from the coal fire reflecting on the wooden panelling of the bar, highlighting
the faces of the men, who, it seemed to her, were always having a good time”
(180).
At other times the theme about pleasure, romance and “the good time”
is implicit in the major accounts of Giulio Romano’s frescoes, as in the account
of the Professor’s lecture about the depiction of “bestial loves” in the Room of
Cupid and Psyche to Katherine. At such points one of my aims was that the
frescoes in Mantua would provide a way to extend the comedy of the novel
through a range of romance and contemporary humour about the erotic. There
are historical connections here. In relation to English literature and the Italian
experience it is interesting to note that Charles Dickens visited Mantua on his
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grand tour in 1844. Dickens took a dislike to Mantua and in Pictures From
Italy, he refers to the Palazzo Tè as “as singular place as I ever did see. …
Chiefly for the unaccountable nightmares with which its interior has been
decorated (among other subjects of more delicate execution) by Giulio
Romano” (166). His description of the Room of the Giants as an
“unaccountable nightmare” is understandable but it is doubtful if many of his
readers of the Household Edition would have been aware of the implications of
“subjects of delicate execution.” Unfortunately Dickens gave no better account
of his reactions to the frescoes in the Room of the Marriage of Cupid and
Psyche. The Skira Guide to the Palazzo Tè quotes Dickens’ descriptions of the
Room of the Giants at length claiming that although he intended to criticise and
mock he “recorded better than anyone else the impact of the frescoes”
(Bazzotti 66). I found reading Dickens’ inimitable nineteenth century English
prose in relation to Italian Mannerism intriguing – a kind of cultural collision.
It pleased me to think that, according to the Victorian ideals of beauty and
propriety any description of the frescoes in the Room of the Marriage of Cupid
and Psyche were out-of bounds, whereas my distinctly suburban Australian
character Mrs Ellis (who would have readily shed a tear over Little Dorrit)
could respond so readily to the lively charm and the daring of Romano’s
frescoes.
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Chapter Four: Renaissance Art – the Duke
The other major reference point for cultural comedy about Italian
Renaissance art in Travelling with the Duke is Piero della Francesca’s portrait
of Federico di Montefeltro, the Duke of Urbino. (Illustration Four) The portrait
provides the title of the novel and it is crucial in the story. Nelly relates to the
Duke as a confidant and as her secret travelling companion when she goes to
Italy. In Chapter Two when the plot is being set, Jenny (her daughter) is
concerned that Nelly has been heard talking to herself. This leads to Nelly’s
defensive behaviour, her fear of being patronised and her decision to run away
to Italy. In Chapter Two Nelly responds to Jenny’s tentative comments about
her behaviour: “I’ll have you know I was talking to the Duke … Since the dog
died, he’s the best companion I have, and, like the dog, he doesn’t answer
back” (27-8).
Federico di Montefeltro, who lived between 1422 and 1482, was the
Duke of Urbino, and a condottiere prince who made the court of Urbino one of
the great courts of Renaissance Italian culture. He was a successful mercenary
soldier and a man of learning and culture who was interested in books,
learning, music, architecture and the visual arts. He modelled his life and
identity on the codes of Renaissance Humanism. The Duke of Urbino was an
iconic “Renaissance man”.
One of the painters Federico called to Urbino was Piero della Francesca
(1416/17–1492) from San Sepolcro. Urbino and San Sepolcro are relatively
close and both at a distance from Rome and Florence in the Apennines. Piero
della Francessca painted only a few decades before Giulio Romano but their
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work is very different. Piero della Francesca was a painter of the early high
Renaissance. He was influenced by the Florentine Renaissance of the fifteenth
century but developed a personal style of painting that combines dramatic
realism and, in his religious paintings, a visionary kind of imagery. His
religious paintings are elegant, refined, highly civilised, decorative and
strongly dramatic. He is probably best known for his Nativity with the musician
angels (now in the National Gallery, London). His portrait of Federico di
Montefeltro now in the Uffizi Gallery in Florence is one of the most
remarkable portraits of the period. (Llaskowski 70–2) There is another Piero
della Francesca portrait of the Duke with his son in the national gallery in the
Ducal Palace in Urbino. (Llaskowski 47) In the portrait in the Uffizi the Duke
is presented with extraordinary realism that defines him in a dramatic way as a
plain and even grotesque man who is clearly heroic, cultured and committed to
the high culture of the Renaissance. He is also immensely likeable. The portrait
suggests pride in his achievements and a degree of modest intimacy and
formality. Certainly, the Duke and the portrait both have style.
The reader is given an account of the Uffizi Piero della Francesca
portrait of Federico di Montefeltro at the beginning of the novel in Chapter
One. Relevant and accurate information about the portrait and its historical
context is introduced in an episode from the past that is a light, family
bantering conversation between Jenny and her three adult children. (11–14)
The family is trying to work out why the Duke appeals to Nelly. Harry is
uninformed about the portrait and only responds to the Duke’s physical
appearance: “He’s a weird looking guy … What about that nose? He’s as ugly
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as hell.” Harry sets the issue of the Duke’s lack of conventional beauty as an
art object. Both Katherine and Jim give informed responses. Jim and Katherine
provide precise historical detail such as that the Duke was blind in one eye with
a damaged nose: “He’s only got one (eye) … And no bridge to his nose.” The
next stage of the exchange is a clear example of the way I have aimed to
combine contemporary personal responses and cultural history. Harry pulls a
face and describes the Duke as a “retired rugby player”. Jim defines him for the
reader as a “Renaissance prince, a condottiere and patron of the arts.” Jenny’s
response, like Nelly’s, is personal: “An ugly prince … in a wonderful hat. I
suppose that’s reason enough to like him” (14).
As with the references to the Palazzo Tè, I used Piero della Francesca’s
portrait of the Duke of Urbino in a way that draws on knowledge about the
Italian Renaissance and encourages the reader to learn more if that is their
choice. Nelly has a relationship with the portrait and sees the portrait as a
character, “the Duke”, and their relationship changes in the course of the novel.
The situation is complicated for Nelly. I was strongly aware of how I was using
the portrait. The portrait and the court of Urbino were major reference points
for me in the process of writing. I have a large print of the portrait on the wall
of my study and the Duke has kept his one eye on me as I wrote the novel.
Nelly’s relationship with the Duke as a character was always a very real
concept for me. She is perhaps the most complex character in the novel and her
complexity is defined at key points through her relationship with the Duke. At
this point it is relevant to the pattern of intertextual echoes and meaning that
the portrait of the Duke in the Uffizi is one of a diptych, a pair of portraits, and
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the other portrait is of his wife, Battista Sforza. (Llaskowski 72–4) (Illustration
Five) I make this connection in Chapter Fifteen in a long episode when Jenny
visits the Uffizi and studies these portraits. This is an essential stage of
narrative development to extend the account of the domestic and marital
relationships between the women and men of the novel: “Federico faced his
wife, Battista, profile to profile, with no eye contact and no sense of
communication. They were in separate frames but locked together in the
golden support of the diptych” (163). Jenny’s response to the portrait of
Battista is personal rather than historically informed. Just as her mother has a
personal relationship with the portrait of the Duke, Jenny responds to Battista
as a person who has “no hope of competing for attention with the powerful
ugliness of the Duke in his brilliant red coat and hat”. “Poor Battista,” she
thinks, when the little boy standing next to her says about the portraits: “I like
him a lot … I don’t like her ” (164).
I read widely about Federico di Montefeltro and the history of Urbino.
As a result I was was able to include historical details about the court at Urbino
as part of the fragmentary, puzzle-like design of the narrative. On the other
hand, while the portraits are so important in the novel there is an interesting
gap between their presence and the amount of historical background that is
given to the reader in the novel. That is, there is even less historical
background about Piero della Francesca, the portraits of the Duke and his wife,
and Urbino than there is about Mantua. The portrait of the Duke is the most
obvious example of the fact that what I concentrated on was assimilating the
Renaissance into the novel in a way that would make sense and encourage
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further interest but not load the novel with heavy learning that would make it
seem like academic historical fiction. On the other hand, I believe that it would
add to the reading experience if a copy of the portraits of Federico and Battista
were included in the text.
In keeping with the style and the narrative strategy that I used in
Travelling with the Duke the reader gradually discovers more about the origins
of Nelly’s relationship with the portrait of the Duke at progressive points in the
novel. The ease of the relationship is established in Chapter One when Nelly
chats to the Duke as she makes a pot of tea. In Chapter Six Nelly reflects on
her inability to learn Italian and wonders if it is connected to, what she refers
to, as the incident “ when, as a young wife and mother, she had travelled to
Europe for the first time” (71). The story of the incident is not told through
Nelly’s thoughts but through the authorial narration allowing for a variation in
style. I feel that this contrasting style, the objective voice of the outsider, adds a
different level of humour to the text. I am not sure how to analyse this but
intuitively I believe it is so. The explanation of the incident leads the reader to
an awareness of the balancing pattern of the theme that lies at the heart of the
novel, that is, the story of Nelly and the Duke. As a young woman Nelly ran
away from Italy (and her husband) with the rolled up portrait tied to her
suitcase. Now, when she is old, she is running away again, this time to Italy
with the portrait of the Duke in her luggage. It is not until Chapter Twenty
Two, during the unfolding of the story of the second incident, that there is a
final retrospective elaboration of the first incident. Nelly admits to herself that
“she had invented a character for the Duke that had little to do with historical
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fact or any real knowledge of the Italian Renaissance. It had, after all, been
merely a matter of expediency” (229). Again, the retrospective part of the final
part of the story is told a through authorial narration and leads to a turning
point in the plot. Perhaps, at this point, there is an underlying idea that two
men, the Duke and the Professor, are vying for Nelly’s attention.
Throughout the novel, Nelly uses the portrait to work through her
understanding of herself and her relationships. As she settles into her life in
Italy and the Professor arrives in Ponteremo there is a suggestion that her
relationship with the Duke is changing; that a real man may replace the makebelieve one. Nelly begins to notice flaws in the Duke’s appearance: “the
beginnings of a double chin under his strong jaw … [he] had probably been
quite short, judging by the look of his narrow shoulders” (148). At that point
there is further interest for the reader who tests Nelly’s reaction against the
portrait. Her reading of the portrait is accurate, but she did not see these
characteristics as negative before her life became more interesting in Italy. She
also imagines a portrait of the Professor: “It would need to be full length she
decided with an emphasis on the long arms and legs” (148). I hoped that the
reader would understand the changing state of her feelings about the Professor,
although Nelly’s understanding is less than fully conscious or at least not
something that she completely admits. In the opening sentence of this passage
Nelly is looking at the portrait and the reader is told that “ a ray of sunlight,
shining through the half closed shutters, reflected the rosy colour of his hat
onto his face, giving Federico, it seemed to Nelly, an air of benevolence”
(147). In the final sentence “the Duke’s face faded into the shadows” (148).
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Nelly’s responses to the portrait and Federico di Montefeltro continue
to define her character and shape the narrative as the novel develops. One of
Nelly’s strongest characteristics is her determination to protect herself from
being hurt as she was in the past. At the point when she starts to let down her
guard she reads an article written by the Professor about the Duke of Urbino.
She may have put “him” aside, that is behind the wardrobe, but the Professor’s
article enrages her:
Federico di Montefeltro, Duke of Urbino was the only man apart from
Judas Iscariot who was pronounced to be officially in hell by the
Catholic Church. He earned this distinction by publicly buggering the
young Bishop of Fano in front of his troops in the town square of
Rimini. (231)
My source here is not standard library research. I was reading an out-of-date
copy of Vogue Australia in a dentist’s waiting room when I came across this
story about the Duke in a profile on the art critic Robert Hughes. It was in the
context of a reply to having been asked if art has a moral purpose. “Some of
the most objectionable people are [and were] considerable connoisseurs,”
Hughes said (102–3). He then refers to the Duke of Urbino, his patronage of
Piero della Francesca and, to make his point, relates the story of the Duke’s
behaviour in the town square of Rimini.
I was as surprised as Nelly is in the novel and have searched in vain for
Hughes’ source. Eventually I gave up attempting to trace it but decided to use
Robert Hughes’ claim as it added another dimension of Renaissance difference
to the Duke’s identity, as well as providing a minor climax in the relationship
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between Nelly and the Professor and the Duke. Furthermore, by chance I found
a relevant reference about the other Italian Renaissance duke who is part of the
background of the novel – Federico Gonzaga II, Duke of Mantua, the same
Federico II who had commissioned Giulio Romano to build and decorate the
Palazzo Tè. I found the reference while I was reading about Pietro Aretino
(1492–1556), an Italian satirist known as the “scourge of princes”. (Shemek
366–80) His bawdy comedy, Il Marescalco tells of a practical joke played by
the Duke of Mantua on his stable master, a homosexual who is led to believe
that he must take a wife in order to please the Duke. Il Marescalco is a
representative example of Italian Renaissance comedy about marriage,
courtiers, and princely power in the Italian courts of the sixteenth century. The
comedy includes gossip from the court and “frivolous divertimento.” In Italian
the noun divertimento, meaning “fun” or “enjoyment” is used frequently in
everyday colloquial speech, as, for example, in “Buon divertimento,” that is,
“have fun” or “have a good time” ; as is the reflexive verb “divertirtevi !” or
“enjoy yourselves.”
One of the universal rules for the behaviour of the sixteenth-century
Italian courtier was the concept of sprezzatura, a term coined by Baldesar
Castiglione in his Il Libro del Corteggiano (The Book of the Courtier, 1528) to
describe an ideal of courtly behaviour. According to Castiglione the aim was to
acquire grazie (grace or gracefulness) by adopting a style of behaviour in
which every action conceals art and what is done and said seems to have been
done without effort and even without thought. Castiglione’s main definition of
sprezzatura is given in Book One of The Book of the Courtier and I will quote
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it at length as it has considerable relevance to Travelling with the Duke. The
version here uses the standard translation of “nonchalance” for sprezzatura:
I have discovered a universal rule which seems to apply more than any
other to all human actions or words: namely, to steer away from
affectation at all costs, as if it were a rough and dangerous reef, and (to
use perhaps a novel word for it) to practice in all things a certain
nonchalance which conceals all artistry and makes whatever one says
or does seem uncontrived and effortless. I am sure that grace springs
especially from this, since everyone knows how difficult it is to
accomplish some unusual feat perfectly, and so facility in such things
excites the greatest wonder; whereas, in contrast to labour at what one
is doing and, and as we say, to make no bones over it, shows an
extreme lack of grace and causes everything, whatever its worth, to be
discounted. So we can truthfully say that true art is what does not seem
to be art; and the most important thing is to conceal it, because if it
revealed this discredits a man completely and ruins his reputation. (67)
“Nonchalance” is a limited translation for Castiglione’s word “sprezzatura”
that is no longer used in contemporary Italian. Castiglione’s aim is to define a
whole way of identity for the courtier. His view is about identity that is a kind
of art where there is effort and achievement but there is no sense of affectation
or effort.
With The Book of the Courtier there are significant historical
connections between Mantua and Urbino that I was aware of in the writing of
Travelling with the Duke. In 1503 Baldesar Castiglione transferred his services
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from the court of Mantua to the court of Urbino under the reign of Federico’s
son, Guidobaldo da Montefeltro. Castiglione wrote The Book of the Courtier
and developed his account of the code of sprezzatura and the ideal Renaissance
prince partly as a tribute to the golden age of the past at the court of Federico di
Montefeltro, the Duke of Piero della Francesca’s portrait, Nelly’s Duke.
Remember that the Federico di Montefeltro was, as the Professor writes in an
article in Travelling with the Duke, an ideal Renaissance prince – scholar,
mercenary, a scrupulously just ruler and an enlightened patron of the arts who
commissioned artists such as Piero della Francesca and Alberti. He was also a
refined gentleman – or as Robert Hughes says in his interview “you can’t get
more raffinato (refined) than that!” (Hughes 102) The code of sprezzatura was
Castiglione’s definition of the ideal of courtly grace and nonchalance that was
defined at the court of Nelly’s Duke and that continued there at the time that
Castiglione was writing. It is relevant to Travelling with the Duke that
Castiglione’s The Courtier begins with a eulogy of Federico di Montefeltro
that is another important piece of the background to the legend of the man
celebrated in Piero della Francesca’s portrait:
Without looking any further, we can find a splendid example in Duke
Federico of glorious memory, who in his day was the light of Italy. Nor
are there lacking today any number of reliable witnesses to his
prudence, humanity, justice, generosity and unconquerable spirit, and
to his military skill, which was brilliantly attested by his many
victories, his ability to capture impregnable palaces, his swift and
decisive expeditions, his having routed many times with few troops

Travelling with the Duke: Origins, Structure, Technique

56

great and formidable armies, and his never having lost a single battle.
(40–1)
In that case the Duke is given the Humanist qualities of humanity, generosity
and spirit, and his quality of sprezzatura is suggested mainly in relation to his
skill as soldier, his ability to have “routed many times with few troops great
and formidable armies, and his never having lost a single battle.”
In Travelling with the Duke, sprezzatura is mentioned in the
Professor’s article that Nelly is reading in the bar over breakfast. I quote this
passage at length as it also provides a good example of the mix of historically
correct information with the everyday voice of Nelly and the way it is used as
comedy. It occurs immediately before the anecdote about the Duke of Urbino
and the young Bishop of Fano:
However, as she had always thought, he [the Duke] was wise,
remarkably clever and undeniably refined. But not in the way someone
like Amanda Ellis would misuse the word for the type of person who
always used a butter knife and sent thank you notes. The Duke was
distinguished and cultured. There were pages and pages about his
beautiful, princely palace and his noblest of Italian courts, and a whole,
heavily footnoted section on the Idea of the Renaissance Gentleman
and the art of Sprezzatura – a lovely Italian word, Nelly thought, even
though it sounded more like the name for a fizzy drink than a rather
complicated and subtle quality essential for a Renaissance courtier.
Thinking of Enrico at the foot of her bed, with his toes poking through
the hole in his sock, she wondered if any of these cultivated gentlemen
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would have been just as ridiculous under their sophisticated veneer.
Still, there was something about the word and the idea that appealed to
her and she decided to write it on the frontispiece of her Italian
dictionary. “Sprezzatura - an assumed air of doing difficult things with
an effortless mastery and an air of nonchalance.” (230–1)
As well as being further background about the Italian Renaissance, the
reference to sprezzatura is a crucial moment for Nelly when she comes to
terms with her past. She treats the concept of sprezzatura not as a subject for
research but as something that she can apply to her own experiences: “Then it
came to her. All those years ago in Florence she had intuitively recognised her
husband’s lack of it” (231). This refers back to the explanation for Nelly’s
attachment to the portrait of Federico, the Duke of Urbino and the
shortcomings of her husband:
In her heart she had known from the moment she had seen him standing
in the doorway with the Borsalino pulled too far down over one eye and
on quite the wrong angle. It was a travesty of taste … Often she had
wondered if that was the reason she had taken such a liking to Piero
della Francesca’s portrait. The Duke of Urbino certainly knew how to
wear a hat. (229)
Castiglione was one of the main contributors to the spread of Humanism across
Europe in the sixteenth century. (Hale 195–6) Sprezzatura has a long history
of connections with English culture and English literature. The Book of the
Courtier was translated into English by Sir Thomas Hoby and first published in
England in 1561. The code of Italianate courtly grace and nonchalance
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influenced Elizabethan courtiers and writers such as Sir Philip Sidney and John
Donne. In 1506–07 Castiglione visited England to accept the Order of the
Garter for Guidolbaldo from Henry V111 – another example of the long
tradition of Italian connections in England). I found myself fascinated by the
historical connections and the idea of making a connection with contemporary
Australian codes of style and identity, as in Nelly’s reaction to her husband’s
new Italian hat. It also seemed possible that sprezzatura might have some
connection with how I was approaching my Italian novel.
Re-reading my notes on sprezzatura I was aware that as a concept it
could well be applied to writing a novel. I was certain that, in order to write a
romantic comedy any references to the Italian Renaissance had to seem
“uncontrived and effortless” (Castiglione 67) But, at the same time, I wanted
the Italian Renaissance to be vital to the theme and the tone of the novel. The
way in which it was treated would hopefully add to the originality of the work
and emphasise my intention to shift. I hoped to achieve a balance between
popular and high culture through the different ways Renaissance art was
connected to a range of characters.
As I have noted there is some contradiction in this aim to write a
romantic comedy that is, in a way, a literary game based on considerable
learning about the Italian Renaissance. I recognised that there was a similarity
to the way that sprezzatura is a contradictory concept. It demands “the ability
to show that one is not showing all the effort one obviously put into learning
how to show that one is not showing effort” (Berger 201– 4). It is relevant here
as a guide to an approach to cultural intertextuality that, in the process of
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writing, became an attempt to balance my own understanding, the reader’s
freedom for simple pleasure in the text and the possibility that the reader might
become involved with the network of cultural allusions that are an essential
part of the novel. Above all I tried very hard to “steer away from affectation at
all costs, as if it were a rough and dangerous reef” (Castiglione 67).

Travelling with the Duke: Origins, Structure, Technique

60

Chapter Five: Travel to Italy and the Literary Tradition
Travelling with the Duke belongs to a long tradition of literature about
travelling to Italy. In turn the literature belongs to a tradition that begins with
northern Europeans travelling to Italy, the southern land of warmth, for
pleasure, culture and education. From the early Renaissance onwards Italy was
visited as the centre of classical civilisation and Catholic Christianity and the
new culture of the Italian Renaissance.
My novel is based firmly in my understanding of travel to Italy as a
tradition and in my understanding of the various genres of writing about
travelling to Italy. To some extent Travelling with the Duke is a game with the
tradition of travel literature and the different genres, in particular fictions about
English speakers travelling to Italy. It is a novel with a travel itinerary that
evokes classic journeys to Tuscany, Florence and Pisa. At the same time it
follows an interest in more off-the-beaten-track destinations for actual travel
and as settings for fiction. Mantua and the Palazzo Tè provide different
destinations for both the real and fictional traveller to Italy.
British writers and American and Australian writers have been leading
figures in the tradition of travel to Italy. I have spent many years reading and
re-reading widely in this area and its influence is pervasive even when it is not
present as a precise allusion or literary echo. To provide a full account of the
travel tradition and the genre of the novel about English speakers in Italy is
beyond the scope of my commentary on Travelling with the Duke. The account
here focuses on aspects of tradition and genre that are relevant to my novel.
Chaucer visited Italy in the late fourteenth century and the play of irony
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and allegory in The Canterbury Tales is influenced by Dante and Bocccaccio. I
first read Chaucer at school and The Canterbury Tales made more sense later
when I read The Decameron and understood the mix of Florentine courtly
literature and popular bawdy tales. As a digression it is interesting to note that
in his article “On the vernacular in art” Jonathan Jones, writes that Pasolini’s
film of The Decameron (1971) was “rough and raunchy” and a great popular
success “aimed right beneath the brows of his international audience, at the
guts of the Italian home market” (Jones).
From the fourteenth century there have been influences from Italian
literature on English literature as well as an interest in travel. The Italian
Renaissance stamped Italy as the centre of art and literature from the fourteenth
century to the seventeenth century. Sir Thomas Hoby’s translation of The Book
of the Courtier was part of the English response to Italy as the centre of the
Renaissance. Did Shakespeare visit Italy? No one is certain but his works have
imprinted the image of many Italian places on the mind and imagination of a
wide range of people since the sixteenth century. His plays are often a kind of
theatrical, imaginary journey to Italy, as in Two Gentlemen of Verona, Romeo
and Juliet and Othello. (Marrapodi) Shakespeare’s Italy is a place that is at
once persuasively real, authentic and fantastic, as is the Italy of more recent
fictions in the English/Italian tradition. It would be difficult for anyone writing
in English about Italy not to be influenced in some way by Shakespeare whose
plays are also evidence of the Elizabethan awareness of Italy as a place of great
paintings and sculpture as well as the new code of Humanism. The statue of
Hermione in The Winter’s Tale, said to be newly reworked by Giulio Romano,
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is classic evidence of the preoccupation with the Italian Renaissance as a world
of painting and sculpture.
In the eighteenth century the idea of the journey to Italy became part of
the fashion for the Grand Tour. The cultural ideals of the Grand Tour of the
eighteenth century led to the concept of the young upper-class gentleman who
finished his education by visiting the famous art works of Europe. Boswell
reports Dr Johnson’s comment: “a man who has not been to Italy, is always
conscious of an inferiority, from his not having seen what is expected a man
should see.” (Boswell 29)
The tradition of the Grand Tour and travel to Italy continued and
developed in the nineteenth century when travel became more accessible for a
wider range of English and American travellers, including women. According
to my copy of The European Tour: A Handbook for Americans and Colonists
(1899) (from the Ballarat [sic] Mechanics Institute Circulating Library) it
seems that the eighteenth-century concept of the male (rather than female)
upper-class traveller had not died out in the colonies. The open sentence,
complete with capital letters, bold type and exclamation mark advises:
“YOUNG man, Go to Europe!” (Allen 1)
At the beginning of the nineteenth century Keats, Mary and Percy
Shelley, Byron and their friends and lovers set a pattern for other nineteenthcentury expatriates who lived in Italy. Italy provided a cheap refuge with a
sense of difference and answered a need for renewal and vision beyond the
restrictions of contemporary England. I have explained in Chapter One that my
first visit to Florence was shaped by an interest in the Shelleys and Byron. That
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interest has certainly had a considerable shaping effect on Travelling with the
Duke. In a general sense, for me writing about Florence and Italy inevitably
involves obscure echoes of poems such as Shelley’s Ode to the West Wind and
his theme about renewal stated in the last stanza: “If winter comes can spring
be far behind?” The fact that the line has become a cliché does not lessen its
resonance. The Shelleys also shaped my travels in Italy and the story of
Travelling with the Duke in more particular ways: for example, Ponteremo,
where Nelly settles is modelled in part on Barga, where I lived for six months,
and I settled in Barga because it was in the area where the Shelleys spent a
summer at Bagni di Lucca.
It was significant for my approach to the writing of Travelling with the
Duke that the well-established tradition of travel to Italy formed a context for
nineteenth-century English and American novelists. It was in the nineteenth
century that Florence and Tuscany became one of the great centres for English
and American travellers and expatriates – the tradition that continues to the
present for international travellers, including Australians as well as English and
Americans. My reading and my own travel in Italy has included an interest in
some of the minor and less well known nineteenth-century writers associated
with Florence and Tuscany. Visiting Bagni Di Lucca where the Shelleys lived
led me to an interest in the English novelist Ouida, in her time one of the most
famous English novelists who wrote about Italy. (Hamilton)
Ouida’s novel Pascarel (1873) works as a frame for a series of set
piece descriptions of Florence and Tuscany. In that way it sets a model for
much of the later travel fiction about Italy. Ouida is also relevant to Travelling
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with the Duke for the reason that she was someone who ran away to Italy in a
way that is distantly related to Nelly. Ouida had already written some fortyseven books when she settled in Florence. She was a bohemian, unmarried,
flamboyant and reckless, a female admirer of Byron. She arrived in Florence a
wealthy woman and died in Bagni di Lucca in poverty spending her last money
on feeding her dogs. She is buried in the English cemetery in Bagni di Lucca
and I have visited her grave a number of times. Ouida’s life is a less well
known variation on the theme of running away to Italy as a chosen place of
exile and refuge. As with Keats and Shelley this tradition includes tragedy as
well as transformation and renewal.
It was especially significant for the writing of Travelling with the Duke
that nineteenth-century novelists such as George Eliot and Henry James lived
for periods of time in Italy and wrote while they were there or as a response to
their experiences. They saw themselves as belonging to a period with a long
history of travel to Italy with well defined tourist itineraries, and well
established expectations and interest. They were educated, knowing and
sophisticated about Italy and their works are imbued with the experience of
travel in Italy and a knowledge and appreciation of Italian art. It is interesting
to note that even the young men of Ballarat (some of whom presumably read
Grant Allen’s handbook for colonists) were provided with similar itineraries
for their travels to Italy. (Around the same period in the nineteenth century the
Marble Bar, Sydney, Australia – a gentleman’s sporting bar in the Adams
Hotel – was ornately decorated in the Italian Renaissance style.) For George
Eliot and Henry James, as for Shelley and Byron and other northern travellers
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and expatriates, the established itinerary included Milan, Venice, Florence,
Pisa and Rome. Henry James’s novels and short stories provide a view of the
classic nineteenth-century itinerary, as in his early novel Roderick Hudson
(about a young artist who enters Italy from the north and settles in Rome); the
short story “Daisy Miller” (in which Daisy enters Italy from the north and dies
in Rome); Portrait of a Lady (Florence and Rome); and Wings of the Dove
(Venice). In my view (as I will comment on in more detail) E.M. Forster is the
culmination of the nineteenth-century novel tradition and the writer of the
classic modern novels about English-speaking travellers in Italy.
I am strongly aware that the tradition of travel to Italy and literature
about travel to Italy continued in the twentieth century and transformed into the
present context of international travel and tourism and a wide range of books
that reflect a continuing fascination with Italy. In the first half of the twentieth
century writers such as D. H. Lawrence and James Joyce continued the
tradition of travel and residence in Italy. Since the Second World War travel to
Italy, books about Italy for the English speaker in Italy, and the genre of the
novel about the English speaker in Italy have all become interlinked in the
literature, leisure and travel industries. There is a vast field of novels and short
stories that fit into the category of a broad genre about the English speaker in
Italy. One of the most interesting developments is that the recent
transformations of the genre involve hybrid versions of fiction and the travel
memoir. At the same time there is strong awareness of the possibilities of the
short story and novella forms and variations on prose fiction that extend the
approach to narrative and form of the traditional novel. There is a large context
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of recent novels and short stories about travellers in Italy including: Muriel
Spark Territorial Rights (1979); Ian McEwan The Comfort of Strangers
(1981); Michael Ondaatje The English Patient (1992); and Barry Unsworth
After Hannibal (1996). In one sense, the most extraordinary recent variations
on the tradition are Dan Brown’s Angels and Demons (2000) set in Rome and
The Da Vinci Code (2003), although The Da Vinci Code is set in France and
England. The three following works of prose fiction provide a view of the
contemporary context as it relevant to Travelling with the Duke.
In My House in Umbria (1991) William Trevor creates a contemporary
variation on the theme of travellers in Italy with a characteristic direction
towards knowing and clever postmodern variations in the story and structure.
The basic narrative context remains true to the genre: the novella concerns a
group of travellers and expatriates in Umbria and journeys to other locations
and works of art, in this case to Siena (with a guide book) and to the monastery
and the frescoes at Monte Oliveto Maggiore. As with Travelling with the Duke,
the classic texts that are the point of departure are Forster’s novels and, in
particular, A Room with a View. William Trevor writes with a characteristically
knowing, postmodern awareness of romance as a literary genre. The narrator of
My House in Umbria is a drunken, delusional romantic novelist, Mrs
Delahunty who questions the usefulness of her writing.
Robert Dessaix’s Night Letters (1996) is an Australian work that marks
the high point of self-reflexive, intertextual postmodernism in the genre. Night
Letters is a reminder that by the second half of the twentieth century the genre
was complicated by widespread understanding of the European tradition that
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includes Thomas Mann’s Death in Venice. Night Letters is an intertextual
pastiche that includes variations on Death in Venice and Dante. It concerns a
visit to Venice by R. an Australian who has a mysterious, mortal disease that is
implicitly AIDS. In addition, R. meets a German tourist, Professor
Eschenbaum whose name and identity are a parodic echo of Mann’s
Aschenbach in Death in Venice. The narrative and the style are
complementary. R. and Eschenbaum provide a double vision of homosexual
promiscuity and aspiration to high civilisation. The writing works with a
difficult balance between narrative and extreme intertextuality. The combining
of Dante and Thomas Mann is representative of the great wealth of literary and
cultural reference. R. is the ultimate traveller as educated and knowledgeable
flaneur and connoisseur and he speaks to the reader on that level with knowing
gay wit: “Can I tell you, by the way, which of [Giotto’s] paintings I liked best?
... I find these paintings almost divinely erotic, if you know what I mean.”
(Dessaix 212) The structure and style are metafictional in the extreme. There is
an implicit, close connection between R. and Dessaix, and Dessaix and the
German parody of Mann’s Aschenbach. The writing is presented as a series of
letters, and in turn with postmodern games about editorial comments and
interpolations. (The effect is that the traditional novel has become a hybrid
game about literary criticism, literary history and fiction). Finally, the themes
of Night Letters are pointed, self-reflexive variations on the established themes
of the genre: Italy as the site of recovery, renewal, and transformation at the
point of loss; and with the advantage of the established view of Venice as a
dream-like, “Paradise of Cities” and a dangerous place of pleasure. Night
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Letters is an inevitable point of reference for a contemporary Australian writer
interested in Italy. It is a reminder of the maturity and accomplishment of
contemporary Australian literature. At the same time, while I acknowledge that
Travelling with the Duke derives from a similar postmodern context it seems to
me that there are some essential differences between the literary world of Night
Letters at the high point of self-reflexive, postmodern fiction in 1996 and the
present, and that there is a general drift away from the extreme literary games
and paradoxes of Night Letters.
Miss Garnet’s Angel (2000) by Salley Vickers is the obvious novel to
compare with Travelling with the Duke. Like Night Letters, Miss Garnet’s
Angel is a variation on the genre of the English-speaking visitor in Italy and the
theme of death in Venice. Miss Garnet is an English school teacher who retires
to Venice at the beginning of the novel and dies in Venice at the end of the
novel. The novel begins and ends with death. The beginning is a meditation on
death: “Death is outside life but it alters it: it leaves a hole in the fabric of
things which those who are left behind try to repair” (Vickers 3). At the end
Miss Garnet dies as she meets a figure who seems to be Death and perhaps the
Angel Raphael: “another figure; and looking into his eyes she beheld myriads
of infinite whirlpools pulling her towards the end of time” ( 331). Travelling
with the Duke is not similar to Miss Garnet’s Angel at those points. Like Night
Letters, Miss Garnet’s Angel follows in the Italianate tradition in a manner that
leads to fine writing that is directly poetic and includes direct and extended
passages about ideas whereas I have chosen a more indirect and conversational
method (an approach that seems to me closer to the theatre). Like Night
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Letters, Miss Garnet’s Angel includes an extreme intertextual structure in
which Miss Garnets’ adventures in Venice are accompanied by episodes
retelling the story of Tobias and the Angel from the Book of Tobit in the
Apocrypha. In that way Miss Garnet’s Angel includes a second level of
narrative that is an historical fiction set in the ancient world. Again, I have not
attempted that degree of obviously artificial structure. Where the two novels
are similar is that Miss Garnet’s Angel is a classic variation on the fictional
journey to Italy that involves the reader in a detailed itinerary to actual
locations and the great works of Italian art and architecture. Miss Garnet’s
story includes fictional adventure in real places that include an apartment in the
Campo dell’ Angelo Raffaele, a close relationship with the church of the Angel
Raphael and its works of art, and episodes set on the other side of Venice in the
church of the Madonna dell’ Orto.
I have spent a considerable amount of time in Venice and I am strongly
aware that one of the pleasures of Miss Garnet’s Angel is that the reader can
explore Venice using the novel as a travel itinerary. Miss Garnet’s Angel is a
more extreme version of the novel as travel itinerary than Travelling with the
Duke. It is representative of a contemporary direction to take the idea of fiction
about travel to Italy to a literal extreme where fiction merges with travel
literature. It is also more extreme as a variation on the traditional romance basis
of novels such as Middlemarch, Portrait of a Lady and A Room with a View.
Miss Garnet’s Angel illustrates the bias to mysteries and crime in the novels set
in Venice, a tradition that builds on the dark stereotype of Venice as a place of
decadence and violence and includes James’ The Wings of the Dove as well as
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Mann’s Death in Venice. Salley Vickers makes her narrative in the present a
variation on the journey of Tobias with the angel, with the result that her
contemporary character Toby (Tobias) and the young woman he loves are
involved in a dark, Gothic story about sexual trauma, suspected incest, a
perverse therapist and death. Again, Travelling with the Duke is very different
at key points of structure, style and point of view.
I am very aware that the fictional genre about travelling to Italy is now
read in a context of related fiction, travel literature, memoirs, popular
discussion about the nature of the Italians and Italy, books about art history,
and illustrated cookery books; and the further, altogether relevant range of the
media that includes movies, television travel documentaries, and newspaper
travel sections. The postmodern literary tradition and the media exist in
constant interchange, and with the effect of waves of hybrid genres and texts, a
process that extends to the creation of the “intertextual archetypes” that
Umberto Eco defines as frequently reappearing situations “cited or in some
way recycled by innumerable other texts” (Eco Faith in Fakes 200). For
example, in fiction there is now a well-established genre of detective fiction
written in English by English writers and set in Italy with Italian characters and
with much of the interest in Italian locations and itineraries associated with the
traditional novel about travel in Italy.
Michael Dibdin’s world-weary detective Aurelio Zen is a Venetian who
hates leaving Venice but travels to a different location in Italy in each novel.
The Aurelio Zen series began with Ratking (1988). There are eleven novels in
the series including Dead Lagoon (1994) set in Venice with a detailed Venetian
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itinerary and maps of Venice similar to the maps in Miss Garnet’s Angel.
Donna Leon’s decent and domestic Commissario Brunetti is a Venetian who
leads the reader on detailed itineraries across Venice and the Venetian lagoon.
The Commisario Brunetti series began with Death at La Fenice (1992) and
includes seventeen novels. There is also a flourishing Italian genre similar to
the English/Italian genre, as with the novels and short stories by Andrea
Camilleri about Commissario Montalbano set in Sicily, and the television
series with Luca Zingaretti as Commmissario Montalbano. The Commissario
Montalbano series of novels and short stories began with La forma dell’acqua
(1994) and includes fourteen novels and numerous short stories. The television
series began in 1999. In turn, the detective fiction emphasis on mysteries and
crime (and the afore-mentioned emphasis on crime and violence in fiction set
in Venice) spreads across the genre of novels about travellers in Italy. I see
some connection with Travelling with the Duke in the plot device that Nelly
leaves for Italy and her family are faced with the mystery that they do not
know where she is. The difference is that Nelly’s mystery is comic and
romantic rather than a matter of crime and violence.
The memoir about Italy is a long-established sub genre of literature
about the English speaker in Italy. This seems to me one of the most interesting
variations of writing about travel to Italy and I have read widely in the field. It
is relevant here for a number of reasons and perhaps most of all for the fact that
the memoir about the English speaker (or other foreigner) in Italy extends the
view from a tour or visit to Italy to living in Italy for some time. The
sophistication and mixing of points of view that is characteristic of
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contemporary writing has had the effect that contemporary fiction about the
English speaker/foreigner in Italy tends to merge the theme of a visit and the
theme of living in Italy. My House in Umbria is a clear example, and there is at
least a direction to this view in Travelling with the Duke, where Nelly and
Katherine both seem likely to change from tourists in Italy to residents. In my
opinion the classic modern memoir is Axel Munthe’s The Story of San Michele
(1929) where the achievement is that the memoir is a hybrid form about Italy
and the Italians and informed with a vision of life that reflects a profound sense
of modern humanism and an understanding of the history of Italy from Roman
civilization to the present.
The flourishing contemporary version of the memoir tends to be lighter
in style and in the approach to Italy and the Italians and its view of life than
The Story of San Michele. The direction is to light comedy and descriptions of
Italian places, people and culture where the emphasis is on the charm of Italy.
Tim Parks’ Italian Neighbours: An Englishman in Verona (1998) is one of the
best of this sub-genre. Parks combines an outsider’s point of view with an
impressive degree of intimacy and authenticity about everyday life and work. I
find it very amusing and entertaining but while it has authenticity the Italians
are always seen as “others” whereas my approach has been an attempt to
present the Italians as characters who happen to be Italians rather than exotic
figures of the “other”. In retrospect, Italian Neighbours is a significant
reference point for understanding Travelling with the Duke in relation to genre.
It helps me to focus the current spread of sub-genres and the underlying issue
about travel fiction and its approach to foreigners as well as the basic issue
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about the “real Italy” and the representation of Italians (an issue I return to in
the final chapter). Italian Neighbours is interesting as an example of comedy
about travelling in Italy; it underlines the issue that the classic novels about
travellers in Italy such as A Room with a View include an implicit relation to
the fictional memoir, in the way that they reflect the writer’s experience of
Italy in an imaginative and indirect way. (Night Letters underlines the same
issue with the play about the relation between Dessaix and his two fictional
identities). My emphasis on the origins of Travelling with the Duke in my first
reactions to Florence and Mantua seems to confirm the link.
There is a further range of the contemporary memoir sub-genre that
seems to me less acceptable. These memoirs are a continuation of what Mary
McCarthy described in The Stones of Florence as the “tooled-leather” view of
Italy, a superficial fixation on exotic charm that McCarthy describes as
beginning in the nineteenth century when English expatriates “fell in love”
with Florence. (McCarthy 20) Describing this school of memoirs in this way is
a negative discrimination and for that reason it might seem less than
worthwhile. On the other hand, the issue is significant for the broad genre of
books about travel to Italy. Mary McCarthy’s phrase defines the problem that
the subject of travel to Italy easily turns into an experience of an exotic world
where remnants of the Renaissance, the Italians and the countryside merge into
a uniform and superficial vision of charm and entertainment. I see Frances
Mayes’ Under the Tuscan Sun: At Home in Italy (1996) and Bella Tuscany:
The Sweet Life in Italy (1999) as contemporary versions of Mary McCarthy’s
“tooled-leather” school of taste in writings about Italy. One of the main points
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at issue is the superficial view of the Italians presented in this kind of memoir.
Bella Tuscany and Under the Tuscan Sun illustrate the contemporary middle
class dream of a house in Tuscany (or Umbria) that has replaced the
nineteenth-century view of Italy as a refuge for writers such as the Shelleys,
Byron and Ouida. It seems to me that the responses of many readers to books
such as Under the Tuscan Sun and Bella Tuscany are based in a mixed
condition of vicarious pleasure and envy for the sweet life of Italy and even for
the writer’s talent and good fortune. Travel literature involves extreme
variations on the relations between readers and writers.
There is a line of continuity from the contemporary memoir about
travel and life in Italy to writing where the media and the publishing industry
encourage a more extreme mix of fiction, tourism, leisure and food writing. In
this writing there are more obvious crossovers of themes and stereotypes from
one sub-genre or area of interest to another. For example, in one Australian
review Bella Tuscany was praised as a book that “oozes with the richness and
flavour of your most memorable Italian meal.” (Bella Tuscany) As a variation
on the theme, the back cover of Stephanie Alexander’s Tuscan Food Book uses
romantic prose about Italy but does not mention food directly: “The Villa di
Corsano was so extraordinarily beautiful that we were surrounded with
loveliness both inside and out” (Alexander).
Hybrid cook/ travel/ art/ personal memoir books are interesting
examples of how genres are constantly evolving. New formulas are put in
place, the mix of elements becomes predictable but the individual style of the
writer and the different emphases lead to a wide range of books appealing to a
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wide range of readers. With these Italian travel hybrids the illustrations can be
of similar high quality to an art book, with photographs of vegetables sitting
comfortably next to a Renaissance masterpiece, or something like a
Renaissance masterpiece. Dolce e Salata by Marlena de Blasi is a romantic
novel with recipes and themes in which according to a review in the Canberra
Times “food is not merely sustenance, but a metaphor for life itself” (Blasi
back cover). Dolce e Salata is sub-titled A bittersweet adventure in Tuscany.
Chapter Twenty Seven of Travelling with the Duke includes a
description of a dinner party. I had thought of including the food theme as a
slightly parodic comment on this fashion in the personal/memoir/ fictions and
kept the idea in reserve waiting for an appropriate time to fit it into the
narrative. When the “dinner party” eventually found its place in the story it
became the setting for a major turning point in the plot. The atmosphere
allowed for the winding down of the novel and the necessary turns in the plot
that would lead to an optimistic conclusion. The original idea for light parody
remained but it became an essential part the story line and for the behaviour of
the characters. I will give two examples: “Bruno gave a running commentary
on each dish, explaining (with occasional reference to an old, stained note book
propped up on the sideboard) the cooking procedures and the origins of the
ingredients” (270). The menu for the dinner party is genuinely Tuscan. The
story behind the dish of wild boar is used for humorous effect; it is authentic
and based on personal experiences of mine when I lived in Barga, Tuscany:
“The second dish of roasted wild boar led to a long tale of the hunt involving
the foolhardy bravery of a cousin of old Giovanni, and the death of one of the
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hunting dogs. This caused Giuliana to lay down her knife and fork for a
moment in memory of ‘il povero cane’” (270).
My interest in shifting stereotypes in Travelling with the Duke was
related in part to these kinds of hybrid fictions about Italy. My aim was to take
the reader on an imaginary journey that would have some of this kind of
interest and provide a different kind of fictional Italy. Nelly’s visit to
Ponteremo is relevant. My aim was to avoid the stereotypes and provide a more
authentic account of Italians and Italy. (Authenticity is a complicated game and
I will attempt to deal with it again in another section about the Italians and
Italy). On the other hand, the contemporary interest in Italian memoirs and
hybrid books about Italy includes basic advantages (perhaps advances) that are
reflected in Travelling with the Duke. One basic advantage is that the issue of
the “real Italy” is a major part of the writer’s and the reader’s world view.
While I have been interested to shift some of the stereotypes of the hybrid
memoir/travel writing about Italy, Travelling with the Duke shares the basic
concern to include an account of ordinary Italian life as well as the great
museums and works of Renaissance art.
Reviewing these examples of writing about Italy makes me more aware
that Travelling with the Duke is situated in a wide field of writing and
information that has shaped my approach to the novel. The scope is even
wider. It includes a further genre of commentaries about Italy and the Italians
where the “real Italy” is presented in another variation of the memoir although
in terms of a journalistic point of view as in the author’s personal journey into
“the heart and soul of Italian daily life” in The World from Italy: Football,
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Food and Politics by George Negus. These non fiction books about Italy,
written by non Italians, are part of a thriving industry and a common theme is
the emphasis on information and the availability of information.
There is also a focus on anecdotes to support sociological theories and
amusing stories about Italian football, food, politics, crime and the Italian
bureaucracy (and hints at ways of surviving it). Part of the entertainment of
these books is the way they enquire into the seemingly unfathomable depths of
“the Italian way of life”, including character sketches of the neighbours, the
waiters, trades people, the dentist and fellow passengers on the train. I should
mention here that I included the experience of meeting “fellow passengers on
the train” in my novel.
Another essential example is the range of guide books to Italy that are
part of the field. Forster’s jokes about Baedeker are a reminder of the current
range that includes the Blue Guides with their comprehensive focus on history
and art. This is not at all an irrelevant area. Mary McCarthy’s The Stones of
Florence is a hybrid literary tourist guide to Florence that derives in an ironic
way from Ruskin’s nineteenth-century Mornings in Florence (1875 –1877).
McCarthy’s The Stones of Florence belongs to a genre of literary guides and
commentaries on Italy that include studies of writers and visitors to Italy and
collections of writings to be read on tour or in relation to visits to Italy. I have
collected a fair range of these over the years including specialist collections
that include Andreas Prindl A Companion to Lucca, printed and only available
in Lucca and a few bookshops in Tuscany, and with excerpts from the writing
of travellers to Lucca from ancient Romans to the Shelleys, Byron, Dickens
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and Henry James. (Prindl) Collections such as A Companion to Lucca have
made me especially aware of the travel tradition.
The list of nineteenth-century writers who visited Lucca is a reminder
that my main interest in the broad genre of writing about travel to Italy has
been in the literary tradition that includes A Room with a View and
commentaries and memoirs such as The Stones of Florence. I am even more
aware that some of the most significant features of Travelling with the Duke
are the result of my affection for particular nineteenth-century novels that I
have read and re-read over the years, such as Henry James’ Portrait of a Lady
and George Eliot’s Middlemarch. In both cases the tradition of travel in Italy
and fiction about travel in Italy is concerned with the Italian Renaissance and
its art and architecture.
Nineteenth century literature: Henry James and George Eliot
Henry James wrote about Italy and travellers to Italy throughout his
career; and his novels focus on the concept that art is relevant to life and that
there is a close connection between the art of the novel and other works of art.
James began his career as an art critic and his novels (in particular, his Italian
novels) demonstrate his knowledge, understanding and relativistic approach to
art: “an art concerned with relations, with shifting values, with a pluralistic and
mixed world” (Firebaugh 237). With his fine perception of reality and by
creating characters who were either artists themselves or peripherally involved
with the life of art, James fictionalised many of his aesthetic principles. Art
plays a crucial role in his novel A Portrait of a Lady (1881). Scenes are set
against a background of famous works of art and the aesthetic atmosphere
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created by descriptions of the paintings is linked to the characters who are
compared to works of art and defined by their artistic taste. Gilbert Osmond is
an Italianised expatriate, a connoisseur and collector. Isabel meets him when
she is paying tribute to the glories of Florence and she sees him in relation to
his art collection and as a work of art in the Florentine tradition. She is
fascinated by Osmond as someone who she believes is devoted to appreciation
of art and the aesthetic and whose sensibility has led him “to live by himself, in
a sorted, sifted, arranged world, thinking about art and beauty and history”
(James Portrait 312). At their first meeting she is invited to view his collection
of Florentine art. Their conversation begins with Osmond displaying his
knowledge of the Florentine painters of the Renaissance, including a witticism
about her aunt, “Her face is very like some faces in the early pictures ... Indeed
I can show you her portrait in a fresco of Ghirlandaio’s” (James Portrait 309).
When he shows her his collection she begins to see him as even more
interesting although in some way inseparable from the idea of art:
He took down the picture, carried it toward the window, related some
curious facts about it. She looked at other works of art ... His pictures,
his medallions and tapestries were interesting; but after a while Isabel
felt the owner much more so, and independently of them, thickly as
they seemed to overhang him. (311)
After their marriage Osmond proves to be decadent and a petty domestic
tyrant. Isabel comes to realise that he has “imposed upon those about him the
myth of his taste … [he has] valued beauty, not as a mode of knowledge of
human life, but as a symbol of traditional power and inherited wealth”
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(Firebaugh 239). The portrait of Osmond is evidence that Henry James
maintained a complicated view of the relation between art and life, and that
while his novels are so much about art and aestheticism he was wary of a false
aestheticism that replaces complex living with gestures towards art. (Portrait of
a Lady makes Forster’s complaints about James in Aspects of the Novel seem
limited) (Forster Aspects 110).
George Eliot’s Middlemarch was more obviously in my thoughts
during the writing of Travelling with the Duke. The note left by Nelly when she
runs away to Italy is a quotation from the first chapter of Eliot’s Middlemarch.
In Travelling with the Duke the quotation is used in a serious context but
introduced with humorous dialogue. Harry, Nelly’s grandson is reporting back
on his visit to her apartment:
“She left another note. Here, it’s in my pocket. It’s a quote from some
guy called George Eliot.”
“You fucking idiot,” said Jim, snatching it out of his hand. “Give it to
me!”
“It’s from Middlemarch,” he said quietly to Jenny. “Do you want to
read it?”
“She loved Middlemarch,” said Jenny, in a small voice.
“What’s Middlemarch?” Harry asked.
“You shut up!” said Jim.
“You read it to me,” said Jenny. “I forgot my glasses.”
“I’ll read it,” said Harry. “After all I’m the one who found it.” But he
knew when to give in.
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Jim smoothed out the piece of paper, paused for a moment, and then
began to read.
“Women were expected to have weak opinions; but the great safeguard
of society and domestic life was, that opinions were never acted on.
Sane people did what their neighbours did, so that if any lunatics were
at large, one might know and avoid them.” (48)
The passage quoted in Nelly’s note comes from the beginning of Middlemarch
in a comment about Dorothea and the pressures of society and history on her as
a woman. I should add that George’s Eliot’s The Mill on the Floss was my own
mother’s favourite novel and at the more personal level of imagination I saw
some similarities between Nelly and my mother.
Further influences from Middlemarch seem to have been the result of
vague memories of passages of the novel that had become fixed in my mind. I
did not re-read Middlemarch at the time of writing (I had the quotation Nelly
uses written in a work book) but when thinking of Italy and, in particular, the
Italy of museums and art galleries, I often recall Eliot’s principal character,
Dorothea, in Rome, on her honeymoon following her marriage to Casaubon, a
dry scholar, who emphasises strict academic reasoning rather than emotion.
Dorothea “had been led through the best galleries, had been taken to the chief
points of view, had been shown the grandest ruins and the most glorious
churches” (193). But art troubles Dorothea, she does not believe she
understands it and the “weight of unintelligible Rome” lies uneasily on her,
unlike the “bright nymphs to whom [Rome] formed a background for the
brilliant picnic of Anglo-foreign society” (193).
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After recently re-reading the chapters of Middlemarch set in Italy I
realise that I had retained and imitated fragments of passages from Eliot’s
novel, in particular from Chapter Twenty, “Young and Old”. The fragments,
such as the following, were mostly retained as a ‘feeling’ and as visual
memories that were mixed with my own personal ones and seem to have
emerged in the process of writing:
Dorothea had no such defence against deep impressions … the eager
Titanic life gazing and struggling on walls and ceilings; the long vistas
of white forms whose marble eyes seemed to hold the monotonous life
light of an alien world … sensuous and spiritual, mixed confusedly
with the signs of breathing forgetfulness and degradation … jarred her
as with an electric shock, and then urged themselves on her with that
ache belonging to a glut of confused ideas which check the flow of
emotion … forms both pale and glowing took possession. (193)
In Travelling with the Duke, when Jenny is leaving the Uffizi Gallery in
Florence she hurries:
past the rooms filled with Renaissance masterpieces … They would
wait; trapped in their frames or frozen in polished marble like those
desperate Sabine women fleeing from marauding rapists, or struggling
with leering centaurs. Hercules was battling with the Centaur at the far
end of the corridor, and the statues seemed to multiply as she moved
towards him, strange satyrs and fauns, and more and more thick
necked, extravagantly muscled, male figures with their cold, neat
genitals nestling ominously in delicately curled spirals of hair. She
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could almost feel the heavy, gilded Renaissance ceiling bearing down
on her as she quickened her pace, trying not to slip on the marble floor
… (165)
Dorothea is “jarred … as with an electric shock” (193). Jenny panics, leaving
hurriedly, because she finds the statues in the Uffizi “violent and sexy” (168).
The passages in Middlemarch are firmly fixed in my memory but it is only now
that I fully realise that in writing this passage I was combining my own
memories of the endless corridors of the Uffizi lined with Roman sculpture and
allusions to Dorothea’s troubled reaction to Roman art in Middlemarch. Eliot
writes in the same passage: “Our moods are apt to bring with them images
which succeed each other like magic-lantern pictures of a doze … Dorothea all
her life continued to see the vastness of St Peter’s” (193–4).
Since returning to Middlemarch I have found other examples of the
way in which Eliot weaves art into the complex web of her novel. I have also
explored literary criticism about Eliot and art. Andrew Leng’s critical essay
discussing the integration of art and life in the novel states that: “knowledge of
the visual arts has long been considered essential to a full understanding of
Middlemarch” (52–64). Leng’s essay is not centred on Italian art but on Eliot’s
treatment of English Pre-Raphaelitism. It was interesting to discover that
Middlemarch includes a sequence of allusions to Holman Hunt’s painting
Awakening Conscience painted in the period 1853–1854, a painting that I
remember seeing as a child in Victorian books belonging to my grandmother.
The painting depicts a ‘fallen woman’, rising from the knee of her seducer. She
‘sees the light’ both metaphorically and literally (as it shines through the
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window) and is ‘saved’. I always found the painting disturbing and in some
inexplicable way rude. I mention this here because the article demonstrates
how the allusions in Middlemarch to Awakening Conscience are integral to
what Eliot calls Dorothea’s “awakening consciousness”. As I have said, in my
novel the characters’ involvement in art is linked to the idea of self discovery
and renewal. For example, the Professor sees Katherine and Marcello at the
Palazzo Tè “set against the severe neo-classical architecture” and some weeks
later realises “that in this brief moment lay the beginnings of, what he liked to
think of as, his rivitalizzazione” (his revitalisation) (126).
In retrospect, I realise that the true romance in Middlemarch, that of
Dorothea and Will Ladislaw, begins with their meeting in the Vatican gallery,
and my characters Katherine and Marcello meet in the room of the painted
horses at the Palazzo Tè. I have also rediscovered a passage in Middlemarch in
Chapter Twenty when Casaubon says to Dorothea: “Should you like to go to
the Farnesina, Dorothea? It contains frescos designed or painted by Raphael
… Some of them represent the fable of Cupid and Psyche” (196–7). Casaubon
here performs as the ultimate conservative person of learning who defers to the
opinion of the experts. He describes Raphael as: “the painter who has been held
to combine the most complete grace of form with sublimity of expression.
Such at least I have gathered to be the opinion of cognoscenti” (197). With
Casaubon’s reference to Raphael’s Cupid and Psyche I found myself back with
Giulio Romano and the room of the Marriage of Cupid and Psyche at the
Palazzo Tè in Travelling with the Duke. Romano was Raphael’s pupil and
assistant. He worked with Raphael at the Villa Farnesina and on the Vatican

Travelling with the Duke: Origins, Structure, Technique

85

frescoes and the Belvedere Gallery at the Vatican Museum where Dorothea
and Ladislaw meet.
As I have written in the previous chapter, odd connections do happen.
Over the years I have visited the Villa Farnesina to see the great mythological
frescoes and check the connections between Giulio Romano’s frescoes in
Mantua and the frescoes at the Villa Farnesina in Rome. On the other hand, I
do not believe I was influenced by Casaubon’s comment in my choice of the
Palazzo Tè and the mythological frescoes in the Room of the Marriage of
Cupid and Psyche. The reader is free to make the connection although in this
case I was not consciously aware of making a literary allusion. What is
significant is that the network of historical connections and literary connections
involve similar focus on significant points of interest in Renaissance art. The
immediate issue is a continuing recognition of the importance of classical
mythology and the story of Cupid and Psyche for the Renaissance and for later
writers who look back to Italy and the Renaissance to write about sex, romance
and personal renewal.
Twentieth-Century Literature: E. M. Forster and D. H. Lawrence
In the early twentieth century E. M. Forster and D. H. Lawrence wrote
novels that were re-visionings of the tradition of English literature about
travelling to Italy. While I have commented on the significance of reading
Forster’s A Room with a View during my first visit to Florence, Forster has
been a continuing interest and a continuing model for my writing and for me
the high point of the tradition of English literature about travelling to Italy. His
novels and short stories provide a classic example of fiction in which travel to
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Italy becomes an experience of places, people and art and transforms the lives
of the characters.
Forster’s Italian novels retained characteristics of Victorianism while
responding to the social and aesthetic changes of Modernism. In the first two
decades of the twentieth century when the rigidity of the English class system
was tempered, if only slightly, by an increase in social mobility, it was the rise
of the English middle-class tourist that provided the background for Forster’s
new mode of satire in his novels about travelling to Italy.
Forster made his first visit to Italy in 1901. He was accompanied by his
mother and as well as working on a novel-in-progress his purpose was similar
to that of the young male travellers of the eighteenth-century: he was to study
Italian art, history, language and literature. Forster was greatly influenced by
Italian art and in his two Italian novels, Where Angels Fear to Tread and, in
particular, A Room with a View, the characters are positioned in such a way that
their attitudes and responses to works of art provide insights to their attitudes to
life, to each other and to their place in society.
I am aware that it is generally accepted that Forster’s novels carry a
homoerotic subtext while maintaining a veneer of heterosexual
conventionality. This applies in particular to Forster’s references to
Renaissance art but then an underlying homosexual dimension is one of the
standard characteristics of Renaissance Italian art. It is not relevant to
Travelling with the Duke or my discussion here.
Where Angels Fear to Tread (1905) was Forster’s first published novel.
Forster admitted that that he wrote it without an intimate knowledge of Italian
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culture. On re-reading the novel (with more detachment than is possible when
one is in the grip of the story), it seems that Forster’s early experiences of Italy
and his knowledge of Italian art are skilfully integrated into the narrative but
without the emotional connection to the characters that is found in A Room
with a View. But then, the characters in Where Angels Fear to Tread are less
appealing, there is no real romance and there is a darker side to this first novel.
At times, his references to Italian culture are nonchalantly comic:
Then, as [Harriet] was going through Mantua at four o’clock in the
morning, Philip made her look out of the window because it was
Virgil’s birthplace, and a smut flew into her eye, and Harriet with a
smut in her eye was notorious. (Forster Angels 71)
In other instances Forster’s Italian references are clever, whimsical diversions.
In the first chapter Forster uses a faux entry in Baedeker to describe the art and
history of his fictional Tuscan hill town Monteriano (based on San
Gimignano). In the sixth chapter: “It was in the spirit of the cultivated tourist
that [Philip] approached his destination” (74–5). The very long paragraph that
follows describes the life of Santa Deonata, the architecture of the Collegiate
Church of Santa Deonata and the frescoes by Giotto (or perhaps not by Giotto).
Forster uses an authorial voice allowing for gentle, humorous satire about
Italian art and Catholicism; and he adds a game about art history:
There the decoration stopped, till in the full spring of the Renaissance,
a great painter came to pay a few weeks’ visit to his friend the Lord of
Monteriano. In the intervals between the banquets and the discussions
on Latin etymology and the dancing, he would stroll over to the church,
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and there in the fifth chapel to the right he has painted two frescoes of
the death and burial of Santa Deodata. That is why Baedeker gives the
place a star. (Forster Angels 74 – 5)
This diversion is a game about fictional Monteriano and the reality of the
Collegiate Church (the Collegiata) of San Gimignano. Forster’s fictional fresco
about Santa Deodata and the fictional entry in Baedeker is an intertextual joke
about Ghirlandaio’s fresco of the life and death of Santa Fina in the Chapel of
Santa Fina which is described conveniently in the Blue Guide: Tuscany
(Macadam 408) It is similar in that way to the intertextual games in Travelling
with the Duke partly learned from Forster. Monteriano was the original title of
Where Angels Fear to Tread but it was rejected by the publisher. It is the name
I have given to the fictional Tuscan town in Travelling with the Duke.
Details such as Harriet passing through Mantua and the fresco of Santa
Deodata in Monteriano might not seem important as features of Forster’s art of
the novel. From my point of view they are evidence of the extraordinary
strengths that make Forster the master of the classic novel about Italy. They
remind me that his novels are one of the main models for my own attempt to
write a romantic comedy about travelling to Italy. Forster was a master of the
use of comic intertextual allusion to the real Italy and its towns and works of
art. He also has an exceptional ability to reproduce a sense of the commonplace
world of travel – the equivalent of the piece of smut in Harriet’s eye; and as
well as creating fictional “truth to life” that presents Renaissance art and
architecture with interest and authority he is capable of presenting Italy in
terms of broad, ironic comedy, as when Italy flashes past unseen. Again I do
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not believe that the episodes in Mantua in Travelling with the Duke are a direct
allusion or intended to fill the blank about Mantua in Where Angels Fear to
Tread, and I do not remember thinking about the smut in Harriet’s eye while I
was writing, but Forster’s broad, realistic and ironic comedy of this kind was
one of the influences on the approach to comedy in Travelling with the Duke.
Forster was only twenty-six years old when Where Angels Fear to
Tread was published in 1905. The first draft of A Room with a View was set
entirely in Italy and although he had started work on it immediately after his
trip to Italy he put it aside to finish Where Angels Fear to Tread. A Room with
a View was published in 1908 and the comments and allusions to art play a
significantly more important role. In his essay “The paintings in E. M.
Forster’s Novels” Jeffrey Meyers claims that Forster believed in art as a means
for people to learn how to celebrate life and that his novels show how the
characters’ “aesthetic responses become identified with moral issues” (48). A
Room with a View reads as being more closely connected to Forster’s mature
views on art that were published in Three Cheers for Democracy (1951). In his
essay “Art for Art’s Sake” Forster argued that art “is the surface crust of the
internal harmony, it is the outward evidence of order” (Forster Three Cheers
102). Forster’s main characters in A Room with a View are not in a state of
harmony. They are in one of Forster’s “muddles” but it is through their
responses to art, “born of an unknown emotion”(Forster Room 45), that they
have moments of clarity. In “Art for Art’s Sake” he claims that “art is the one
orderly product that our muddling race has produced … Renaissance Rome
made a mess – but the ceiling of the Sistine got painted” (Forster Three Cheers
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100).
Forster makes reference to the Sistine Chapel in Chapter Two of A
Room with a View when George Emerson’s face is compared to
Michelangelo’s most famous work of art. In a key moment that signals
possibilities for change in both Lucy and George, Lucy sees the tenderness in
George’s face as he moves into the shadows:
She saw him, once again, at Rome, on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel
carrying a burden of acorns. Healthy and muscular, he yet gave her a
feeling of greyness, of tragedy that might only find solution in the
night. (45)
Forster’s comment about the Sistine Chapel is a characteristic art reference. He
compares George to Michelangelo’s ignudi, the term Michelangelo coined for
the twenty images of seated, nude young men that decorate the ceiling of the
Sistine Chapel. In Travelling with the Duke there is a light, humorous echo of
the sexual implications in this kind of reference to art when Katherine is
finding it difficult to concentrate on the illustrations in the Professor’s book
about the erotic frescoes in the Palazzo Tè. Katherine sees Marcello, the Italian
veterinarian as:
A beautiful, naked Apollo. She saw him, not in the setting of the
fantastic landscapes and the gilded columns of the Palazzo Tè, but
standing on the slippery flagstones of the barn, surrounded by cows.
(120)
While Lucy connects George Emerson to Michelangelo, whose works are
passionate and physical, in Chapter Eight of A Room with a View, Cecil, her
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fiancé, whom she eventually rejects, compares her to a Leonardo da Vinci
portrait. Leonardo is famous for the sense of mystery in his work and the
following passage is a fine example of the both the depth and the subtlety of
Forster’s knowledge and use of visual art in the novel:
But Italy worked some marvel in her. It gave her light, and – which he
held more precious – it gave her shadow. Soon he detected in her a
wonderful reticence. She was like a woman of Leonardo da Vinci's,
whom we love not so much for herself as for the things that she will not
tell us. (107)
This passage provides an insight into the way Forster uses his knowledge and
appreciation of Italian art in a way that draws on special knowledge and adds to
understanding of character and ideas. With a brilliant, deft touch Foster’s use
of the word ‘shadow’ shows Cecil’s affectation and misogyny: it is an example
of his irritating habit of interpreting life in terms of art with no emotional
involvement. It also makes a connection to the painting technique, sfumato,
that is closely associated with Leonardo. The Italian term sfumato is derived
from the Italian word “fumo” meaning smoke, and the technique refers to the
blending of colours or tones so subtly that there is no perceptible transition, and
to the use of shadows. The debate over the Mona Lisa’s smile is due to the use
of sfumato around her mouth, making it a mystery as to whether the shadows
are a result of a smile or whether the smile is a result of the shadows. Cecil has
no interest in trying to understand Lucy. He prefers to see her as an artistic
mystery.
Chapter Two of A Room with a View provides further examples of
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Forster’s characters’ responses to Italian art. Lucy is discontented as she drifts
through the ‘grey-brown’ back streets of Florence with her companions until:
For one ravishing moment Italy appeared. She stood in the square of
the Annuziata and saw in the living terracotta those divine babies
whom no cheap reproduction can ever stale. There they stood, with
their shining limbs bursting from their garments of charity, and their
strong white arms extended against the circlets of heaven. Lucy thought
she had never seen anything more beautiful. (39)
I have quoted this passage in full as it is, to me, a wonderful example of an
evocative description of a work of art that captures the essence of its beauty
and assimilates it into the text without distortion or unnecessary historical
explanation.
In retrospect I see Forster’s account of Lucy in the square of SS.
Annunziata in Florence as a model for much of my practice in Travelling with
the Duke, although again it is an influence that has worked through
assimilation and familiarity rather that conscious imitation. The square of SS.
Annunciata is one of my favourite squares in Florence, with the classic arches
of Brunelleschi’s Foundling Hospital decorated with the blue and white
maiolica roundels of the foundlings by Luca della Robbia . Brunelleschi’s
Foundling Hospital is one of the defining points of the early fifteenth-century
Renaissance in Florence. Forster does not provide an account of the square of
SS. Annunciata in the manner of a tourist book, while his jokes about Lucy
losing her Baedeker and Mr Emerson’s disagreement with standard critical
taste in the Peruzzi Chapel show he is aware of the possibility. Instead the
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reader is given the possibility of seeing Florence through the eyes of a sensitive
and intelligent young woman who is visiting the historic city for the first time.
Other possibilities are created as well: the reader might understand the
reference to Brunelleschi’s Foundling Hospital and Luca dell Robbia’s
coloured maiolica babies in swaddling clothes either through familiarity with
Florence (as a traveller, or through previous reading of the history of
Renaissance art) or through subsequent travel or reading in response to the
novel; or the allusion might simply work at the level of narrative as a
description of an unidentified and possibly fictional place in Florence. Forster’s
ambiguity about an historic place and historic works of art is precisely the kind
of ambiguity I created (sometimes consciously and sometimes unconsciously)
in my accounts of Florence, Pisa and Mantua.
My final reference to this aspect of Forster’s work is, again, from
Chapter Two of A Room with a View. In Florence a number of characters find
themselves together in the Peruzzi Chapel of Santa Croce to view Giotto’s
fresco of the Ascension of St John. Through their responses and subsequent
behaviour the reader is provided with insight into the characters’ values, their
place in society, their manners and the basis for their future relationships. At
the climax of the episode there is a confrontation between the Reverend
Cuthbert Eager as the voice of conservative taste who defers to higher
conservative authorities and Mr Emerson as the voice of radical dissent and
personal taste. The English tourist is satirised and connections are made to
repression and denial in English middle class society. It is also comic and Mr
Emerson’s comment on St John as “a fat man in blue … shooting up into the
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sky like an air-balloon” (44) may be (to someone like the Rev. Cuthbert
Eager), a vulgar response, but it is, in fact, a reasonably accurate description.
From my own point of view the conflict between Mr Emerson and the
conventional cultural tour guide the Reverend Eager is a clear parallel to some
of the main narrative and evaluative issues in Travelling with the Duke where I
attempt to create a tension between conventional learning and a personal
response. On the other hand, the conflicts between my characters in my novel
are not as extreme. For example, the Professor is not suspect as an authority.
The implication is that he has an accurate appreciation of the frescoes in the
Palazzo Te. Nelly and her daughter, Jenny, are dissidents who have
complicated and different status in relation to the central issue of art. Nelly has
an affinity with Piero della Francesca. While she relates to the portrait as a
character in a comic way her relationship with the Duke is evidence that she
reacts with aesthetic understanding to the painting, or at least to the
reproduction. On the other hand, there is no episode in which she goes to visit
the original in the Uffizi and she is not seen as a visitor to the major sites of
Renaissance art or the major art galleries. In a similar way, Jenny shares Mr
Emerson’s pragmatic realism but her failure to like the Uffizi is significant in a
problematic way in a novel where there is so much concern with the
Renaissance and Renaissance art.
While the conflicts between the characters about art are not extreme in
Travelling with the Duke, there is a strong bias to a positive focus on the
characters such as Nelly and Jenny, or at least an ambivalently positive view of
episodes such as Jenny not responding well to the Uffizi Gallery in Florence.
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Reviewing A Room with a View and my novel together in this way underlines
the issue of a complicated view of Italy and Italian art in both novels. It seems
increasingly clear that I have taken Forster’s vision of an Italy seen as if for the
first time to a more extreme point of ambivalence about seeing and knowing
the great works of the Renaissance that are basic to the tradition of novels
about travelling to Italy. In both cases the complication seems to have
something to do with the basic convention that a novel is first and last a story
that exists in its own right, as an imaginary world for the pleasure of the reader.
Although A Room with a View may be read on many levels and the
reader may become, in Zadie Smith’s words, “intellectually responsive” to the
text, Forster’s novel maintains its popularity as, above all, a story about
travelling to Italy (Smith 2). There are new forms of tourist snobbery and
inverted snobbery particularly in the area of cultural tourism. One kind of
tourist will make disparaging remarks about another type of tourist. People
continue to claim that, as Lucy Honeychurch found, the “pernicious charm of
Italy” makes them feel happy (Forster 41). But while times have changed the
art works remain constant. Giotto is still high on the list of “must see” works of
art, the frescoes in the Peruzzi Chapel can still be said to be “ruined by
restoration” and Mr Emerson’s comments on the Ascension of St John are still
pertinent. (Forster Room with a View 43) On the other hand, it is at just these
points that the novel about travelling to Italy is also a genre with a special
relation with the real world and its history and art. My point of view seems to
be that we should allow for a wide range of difference, in travellers to Italy and
responses to Renaissance art and responses to the reading of a novel.
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D.H. Lawrence took on the complexities and extremes of modernism
and the passage from Aaron’s Rod below is an example of his use of Italian art
in autobiographical fiction. Lawrence and his wife Frieda first visited Italy in
1913. They lived near Lerici where Shelley was living when he was drowned.
In 1919 Lawrence and Frieda returned to Florence and lived, from time to time,
in or near Florence until Lawrence died in 1930. Lawrence wrote essays about
his Italian experience and fictionalised it in novels such as Aaron’s Rod. It is an
intensely personal novel about a man severing himself from normal
domesticity and finding himself as a “man” in Italy. Lawrence uses detailed,
extravagant, homoerotic descriptions of the statues in the Piazza della Signoria
in Florence, as seen through the eyes of his character Aaron. Images pile upon
images: “the heavy naked men of Bandinelli … big and lumpy … with the
water trickling down their flanks and along the inner side of their great thighs
… great naked David, white and stripped … glistening skin-white in the wet …
standing forward stripped and exposed … half wishing to expose himself, he is
the genius of Florence” (211). The passage is unrelenting in its intensity and
while the reader may be relieved for Aaron’s sake that he felt ‘ a new life-urge
rising inside of himself,’ the way in which D.H.Lawrence makes use of
Florentine art in this passage says more about D.H. Lawrence than the Piazza
della Signoria or Michelangelo’s genius.
That comment reveals some of my own prejudices and highlights some
main critical issues. Of course, every creative work says a great deal about the
writer, in the sense that it expresses personal interests, a personal sense of style,
life experience, personal identity, values and so on. Furthermore, the statues
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that have been chosen to define Florentine civic identity in the Piazza della
Signoria include Michelangelo’s David (now a copy as the real statue is in the
Accademia Gallery) and other statues of heroic naked men that are revivals of
the Roman tradition. Nevertheless, Lawrence’s account is at once stridently
masculinist and selective in a way that seems personal and simplistic. It is
obviously selective in the fact that it suppresses the presence of some major
Florentine statues of women in the same square: Donatello’s statue of Judith
standing over the dead and decapitated Holofernes is a symbol of Florence’s
victories over it enemies, and Ammanati’s nymphs in the fountain are sensual
images of naked women. In my view Lawrence does not measure up to the
tradition of cultural complexity defined by George Eliot and Forster in their
versions of fiction about Florence and Italy. At that point it seems to me that
Lawrence does not allow sufficiently widely for difference and different
readers.
D. H. Lawrence’s Aaron’s Rod was relevant to Travelling with the
Duke as a novel from Italian tradition that represented literary features I would
prefer to avoid and a point of view I was interested to correct and at least
balance with a feminine point of view. There are some apparently minor
episodes about Babs and Helen in Travelling with the Duke that are relevant
here. Babs, the most outgoing of the two Australian women who befriend
Jenny and encourage her to go to Italy, has also been impressed, in her own
way, by the sensuality of the fountains and statues of Italy:
“My dear,” she said, taking Jenny’s hand, “the [Italian] fountains!
Those wonderful bronze fountains! Proud, naked bodies with polished
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buttocks and breasts and … there is something I meant to tell you. In
Italy it is a tradition to dip a hand in the water of the fountain and
gently rub the male genitals. That’s why they are so shiny and
polished.”
“How sweet,” said Jenny. (109, 112)
Later, Babs and her friend Helen compare the postcards that Jenny has sent
from Italy:
They laid them out on the table and gazed at the images they knew so
well. The only duplicate was the one of David.
“But from a different angle,” said Babs. “Mine is taken from the front.”
“That would have been a deliberate choice,” said Helen. Babs accepted
it as a compliment.
“She is very apologetic about not getting in touch with the fountains,”
she said. (199)
These two episodes can be read as variations on Lawrence’s account of the
Piazza della Signoria. Babs is a comic character but her comment about the
fountains of Italy and “Proud naked bodies with polished buttocks and breasts”
restores the balance that is lost in Aaron’s Rod; and the running joke about the
“male genitals” and “not getting in touch with the fountains” is similar. In both
episodes, as throughout Travelling with the Duke, my aim was to continue the
genre of the novel about travelling in Italy and to use Renaissance Italian art
for a representation of romance and sexuality where light comedy has a degree
of complexity and ambiguity.
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Chapter Six: Theory and Practice
My initial approach to writing Travelling with the Duke was based on
my experience of writing texts for the theatre. After beginning work as an actor
I became a theatre director and playwright in the 1970s and 1980s with my
play Beuna Vista (1982) performed in the mainstream professional theatre for
the Playbox Theatre, Melbourne and a series of plays commissioned and
performed for community theatre and theatre in education across Australia by
companies such as the Salamanca Theatre Company, Hobart (from the late
1970s and throughout the 1980s). Perhaps the fact that I continued to think in
terms of writing for an “audience” rather than a “reader” when I began to write
a novel was not a bad thing. Wanting to please an audience is a very real
concept to me. It worked as a way of keeping me in check, that is, by focussing
my attention on the story. In order to write the kind of novel I wanted to write,
any elaborations or deviations needed to be linked to the main connecting
thread of the narrative. A restless audience is easier for me to imagine than a
reader who is losing interest.
Umberto Eco puts this concept more succinctly in his essay “How I
Write”. He is discussing the fundamental constraints in writing a novel and
how these were dealt with: “but in the end I still had to write a novel whose
aim ... had to be that of providing narrative pleasure” (Eco 326). I enjoy
reading Umberto Eco because of his wit and humour and his very Italian kind
of easy, tolerant sophistication. As well as being a novelist, Eco writes on
topics ranging from the philosophy of language and St Thomas Aquinas to
popular culture such as show business and the World Cup. In spite of, or
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perhaps because of, being a professor of semiotics he is always entertaining
(although at times intellectually exhausting). In this essay he explains that
because of his “passion for narrative” everything he has written, including his
graduating thesis, his essays and research have all been a kind of narration.
And this leads to his final comments: “One writes only for the reader …
unhappy and desperate the writer who cannot address a future reader” (334). I
was certainly happy when I was writing my novel. While many of the
techniques that I used originated from my experience in writing for the theatre
I found it challenging and interesting to work on the other narrative techniques
essential to a novel.
I came to literary/cultural theory through the back door via my practical
experience in the theatre as a writer and director in the 1980s, a time when,
according to Terry Eagleton, theory was brought “closer to the bone” (Eagleton
53). In his chapter “The Path to Postmodernism” in After Theory Eagleton
writes about the “heady abstractions” of the theory of the 1960s giving way to
the “more palpable realities of postmodernism and post-colonialism”. These he
refers to as “real-life formations” (53). In the 1980s I attended a conference on
Postmodernism at the University of Technology, Sydney and there was a
marked division in the conference room between those who were coming from
the “real-life” camp and those who spoke in theoretical abstractions. In the
same period I was Artistic Director of the Australian National Playwrights
Conference (1984-1988). At the Australian National Playwrights Conference in
Canberra in 1987 I was caught in the firing line between the music theatre
participants whose work was based on theoretical concepts and the theatre
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practitioners who refused to consider that theory was, in any way, relevant to
their work. It was a bloody battle with political undercurrents and again, as
there were two separate groups, speaking two different languages, there was no
chance of reconciliation. The specialist language of some literary theory has
meant that the original works were inaccessible to many who were untrained in
this area. In my experience this led to simplification of many of the ideas and
allowed for misinterpretations such as David Williamson’s easy-laugh satire on
postmodern theory Dead White Males (1995) in which he set up a collision
between what he refers to in an essay as the “dominant theology of the
humanities” and liberal humanism. (Williamson, 1998)
However, from my practical experience I believe that certain aspects of
postmodern theory (considered to be revolutionary in the 1960s) were, and
remain central to, the way of examining a text written for performance. In
Roland Barthes’ essay of 1968, “The Death of the Author”, he made his
famous, ironic and witty comment about the future of writing: “it is necessary
to overthrow the myth: the birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death
of the author” (Barthes 148). Some well-established playwrights insist on
having the right to attend rehearsals written into their contracts in order to
ensure that what they consider to be the integrity of their text is maintained;
and to establish that the playwright is not dead. But a wise playwright knows,
without having read Roland Barthes, that “a text’s unity lies not only in its
origin but in its destination” (Barthes 148). The treatment of the text in the
rehearsal room may include consideration, even reverence, to what is believed
to be the author’s intentions, but as theatre is obviously a collaborative art
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form, it seems strange that the writer should be excluded from the rehearsal
space. It would be difficult for the playwright or any theatre practitioner to
disagree with Terry Eagleton’s comment in After Theory:
There are many things involved in the making of a work of art besides
the author. Works of art have a kind of ‘unconscious’, which is not
under the control of their producers … one of those producers is the
reader, viewer or listener ... the recipient of a work of art is a co-creator
of it, without whom it would not exist. (Eagleton 96)
Eagleton puts this forward as one of the achievements of cultural theory but I
would claim that it has always been understood, if not openly stated, in the
creation and performance of theatre texts.
My work as a writer and director in community theatre and theatre in
education in the 1970s and 1980s was based on aspects of the cultural theory of
the 1960s that were being practiced, discussed and fought over in Australia in
alternative/community/popular theatre – the labels varied but the basic
principles were the same. With a strong belief that, in order to be effective,
political change had to be cultural, the productions were aimed at informing,
entertaining and perhaps influencing, even changing, the views of members of
the audience. A clear example from my own experience was I Must Have One
of My Own, a theatre in education/community theatre play about sexism that I
wrote and directed for the Salamanca Theatre Company (1982). The small
companies, or co-operatives, were liberated from the constraints of mainstream
theatre companies and created work based on a mix of politics and culture.
Looking back on these times I find that I relate my experiences in writing and
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directing for this kind of theatre to Eagleton’s comments in “The Path to
Postmodernism” about the integration of “high theory with everyday
experience” (53). Eagleton complicates matters by pointing out (correctly) that
many of the earlier theoretical ideas only appeared to be remote from social
and political life. This is what caused many of the misunderstandings such as
those that took place at the Playwrights Conference in 1987. However, it was
the theoretical concepts that were part of a wider political concern in the 1970s
and 1980s that led to groups of theatre practitioners testing the possibilities of
new forms for new audiences. With very different types of performance spaces
and audiences (who were invited to participate and sometimes did so) and an
acceptance that there would be a fluidity in both the text and the performance,
it was, in a way, through practice, a parallel to Barthes’ theory about the text:
“there is no other time than that of the enunciation” (Barthes 145). Trevor
Griffiths, the English playwright (and one of those who had claimed the right
to attend all rehearsals) insisted that when his play Oi for England went on tour
across England it would be recast with young local actors who had the same
provincial accents as the young people in the audience.
From these experiences in Community Theatre I learnt not to write for
the theatre or for any form of literature with a narrow view of an the public and
never to underestimate them. An audience and a group of readers always exist
in a social and historical context and the audience and the readers are
paramount.
My play I’ll be in on That (1976), a history of the Australian Trade
Union Movement, had at its centre two reasonably developed characters Jack
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(Labour) and Bill (Capital). The text included realistic dialogue mixed with
documentary material, politics and history, songs and stand-up comic routines.
It seemed possible to add anything to the mixed content and form so long as
the ideas and information had a real purpose in relation to the text and were
presented in an entertaining way. My play about sexism I Must Have One of
my Own was commissioned by the Salamanca Theatre Company (1982) soon
after I had returned from living and travelling in Italy for six months. The title
was taken from a nineteenth-century suffragette poster and the painted
backdrop was a copy of Botticelli’s painting Pallas and the Centaur. The
image of the painting was used to make a rather over-simplified point about the
triumph of female wisdom and reason. To me the interesting thing is that I used
Botticelli’s image at all. I had no qualms about setting a play around this rather
strange and exotic (for most audiences) image. The image appeared to resonate
with audiences of students and, on one memorable night when the production
toured South Australia, with the patrons of the Whyalla Westies Football Club.
My experience in the theatre had confirmed that readers have diverse
interests and they are interested in a wide range of culture. When it came to
writing a novel I had no hesitation about including a mixed cast of Australian
and Italian characters from different backgrounds, with different levels of
learning and different attitudes who would find their way through a story that
was heavily embroidered with Italian Renaissance art.
I created the characters in Travelling with the Duke in the same way
that I would when writing a play. While writing the dialogue I heard their
voices and speech mannerisms in my head as though they were delivered by

Travelling with the Duke: Origins, Structure, Technique

105

actors. I thought of some of the narration as “setting the scene” before the
characters entered or, once they had arrived, as stage directions. These “stage
directions” acted as a substitute for the pauses and precise timing that actors
would build into the delivery of their lines. This applies mainly to a dialogue
between two characters. I found it interesting to discover the possible
complexities that could be created when different techniques were required to
create effects similar to those I associate with a theatre text. This was a positive
experience. I have referred to Eagleton’s comment about the “many things
involved in the making of a work of art besides the author” (96) but while a
text may be open to freedom of interpretation the writer’s intention has
determined the style, the choice of words and techniques. Eco claims that “in
order to play this game (freedom of interpretation) we must be moved by a
profound respect for … the intention of the text” (5). It is now the accepted
practice to write only minimal stage directions in a theatre text and most actors
resent being given implicit instructions by the director. On the other hand, the
dramatist continues to work with an assumed and intended network of
relationships between speech and the physical movements and responses of the
characters and actors. I was interested to explore similar possibilities in the
novel. The narrative techniques that are possible in a novel make it possible to
nudge the reader towards an understanding of the author’s intentions that is
often connected to explicit descriptions of the behaviour or inner thoughts of a
character. Or to be more precise, I found that in my novel I was able to create a
narrative method with theatrical patterns of speech and explicit physical
responses, including the kind of gestures that an actor might make. These
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gestures were accompanied by a pattern of emotional exchanges similar to the
to and fro technique of a play but with the essential difference that prose fiction
allows access to direct authorial comment about states of mind and feeling.
As an experiment I tried adapting a passage from Chapter Thirteen of
Travelling with the Duke as a theatre text. Nelly and Enrico are in the bar.
Nelly is speaking:
“I remember now, you had an English grandmother. My life would be
much easier if I’d had an Italian one. I’m having dreadful trouble with
my conjunctive pronouns.”
“How wonderful,” he said, looking at her intensely, “that you care.”
“Of course I do,” she said defensively. “I mean, by the time you’ve
worked out which is which, then joined them together, changed the i to
an e, well … the moment has passed, so to speak.”
“Never!” he said, thumping the table with his hand, “Si prenda il toro
per le corna!”
“Il toro? The bull?”
“By the horns! Nelly, I want to ask you something.”
“Fire ahead,” said Nelly,
“I will! ” he said, leaning his elbows on the table, and running his
fingers through his hair, looking, thought Nelly with a twinge of
indulgence, for all the world, like a tortured artist. She started on her
second bread roll and gave him an encouraging smile.
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“Nelly,” he said, bending towards her, unaware that the end of his tie
was dangling in his coffee cup, “would you consider becoming my
research assistant?”
Nelly snorted. It was not the sound she would have chosen to make,
and she did her best to turn it into a cough. (141-2)
Theatre text
Nelly: I remember now, you had an English grandmother. My life
would be much easier if I’d had an Italian one. I’m having
dreadful trouble with my conjunctive pronouns.
Enrico: (intensely) How wonderful that you care.
Nelly: (defensively) Of course I do. I mean, by the time you’ve worked
out which is which, then joined them together, changed the i to
an e, well … the moment has passed, so to speak.’
Enrico: (thumping his hand on the table) Never! Si prenda il toro per le
corna!
Nelly: Il toro? The bull?
Enrico: By the horns! (Pause) Nelly, I want to ask you something.
Nelly: (eating a bread roll) Fire ahead.
Enrico: I will! (leaning across the table unaware that his tie is dangling
in his coffee cup.) Nelly, would you consider becoming my
research assistant? (Nelly snorts, covers it with a cough)
The theatre version clearly registers the presence of actor-like gestures and
physical responses from the original text, for example, the stage direction
“thumping his hand on the table”. However, in the theatre text it was necessary
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to cut the sentence describing Nelly’s thoughts when Enrico is running his
fingers through his hair: “looking thought Nelly, with a twinge of indulgence,
for all the world, like a tortured artist.” By cutting “with a twinge of
indulgence” there is a loss of what I intended to be a subtle insight into Nelly’s
character. Although in a romantic comedy Nelly’s relationship with Enrico is
expected to develop (in one way or another) these few words are the first
confirmation for the reader that there may be chinks in Nelly’s armour. The
five words slipped in between her dialogue with Enrico describe her thoughts
and could not easily be replaced by an action or words. They are also carefully
placed to foreshadow her changing attitude to the Duke found in the final
paragraph of the chapter. The adverbs “intensely” and “defensively”,
suggesting the tones of delivery, were easily adapted into the theatre text but
more explicit stage directions needed to be cut. The “tie dangling in the coffee”
which shows Enrico’s absent-mindedness and vulnerability seemed to be a
difficult action to build into a performance. It would need to be replaced by
something that was more obvious and theatrical.
There is a lot more that could be said and obviously a play based on the
same subject matter and ideas as Travelling with the Duke would be profoundly
different. But this exercise proved to me that while I had used theatrical
techniques (that I tend to take for granted) and retained my way of thinking
about appealing to the audience/reader I had obviously changed gears and was
developing new techniques for writing a novel. The inner thoughts of the
characters are vital to their creation and to the creation of the other characters
they engage with.
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An interesting variation in my combining of the theatre and the novel
form is that in contrast to my detailed notation of gestures and physical
responses my narration does not include set-piece, authorial descriptions of the
characters’ physical appearance. The characters are seen both from their own
self reflective points of view and as they are seen by others. They all exist
within a web of different points of view. Again the overall pattern is for these
thoughts to be indirect. An example is Nelly’s thoughts in the opening passage
when she looks at herself in the mirror:
Getting out of bed, Nelly pulled off her old silk pyjamas and stood
looking at herself in the long cheval mirror. Well aware that there was
always a choice between seeing the person who stared back at her or
seeing the person she wanted to see, Nelly decided it was a day for
facing up to reality. Over the years she had collected expressions she
had heard, or read, believing they presented a fair description of her
development. She had moved beyond ‘full bloom’ to ‘matronly
softness’, but now?
‘Cadente,’ she said. ‘Drooping’ or ‘sagging’ were such unpleasant
words, whereas the connotations of the Italian word were much more
gratifying. (1-2)
The passages of self-reflection merge with the authorial narration. The reader is
taken to the character’s thoughts through the narration but, as in the quotation
above, there is no obvious change of key. Any humorous undertones are
carried through from the narration to the self-reflection passages.
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The inner thoughts of a character like Mrs Ellis are an important
element in the creation of her role as a comic character, while also providing
the opportunity to present her in a sympathetic light. In Chapter Twenty Six
she has been reading the back of the postcard of San Rocco, the patron saint of
diseases:
She pulled out a few weeds and shook the doormat but couldn’t get it
out of her head. Animal diseases of all things! Every paper you opened
nowadays had something in it about mad cow disease, or foot and
mouth, and now there was this bird flu but that didn’t really fit in. She
wondered if the dogs had to be sick before you could pray to San
Rocco, or if it just meant any dog, like her poor old Trixie who wasn’t
around to pray for any way. ‘What I need is a sherry,’ she said to
herself. (262)
The first narrative sentence of this passage describing the ordinary, domestic
activities of pulling up weeds and shaking the doormat sets the tone for her
inner dialogue. This consists of easily recognisable speech patterns of a certain
stock, suburban Australian character. The connections she makes with the
prayer to San Rocco become a comedy routine but there is a very slight change
of tone when she thinks about “her poor old Trixie” leading to her need for a
sherry. At the end of this passage the intention is that the reader has an
“afterthought.” Mrs Ellis’ comedy routine about extreme cases of sick animals
may have been the result of her trying to avoid thinking of human diseases.
What interests me here is that the form of the novel has allowed me to
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reproduce elements of theatrical comedy and explore a different kind of
representation of character and experience.
A final example from Travelling with the Duke demonstrates the way a
character’s inner thoughts have added to the texture of a novel, and to the
readers understanding of a character’s behaviour and attitudes and worked as a
necessary lead up to an important plot development. In Chapter Sixteen Nelly
walks in unannounced to the room in the circolo where the old men of
Ponteremo are having their art lesson with the Professor. “Ciao ragazzi!” she
says – “Hi guys!” is a loose translation. I will always think of these words as a
good theatrical entrance line, but the narration, before Nelly enters the room
provides the possibility to describe her inner thoughts and reminiscences. One
of her reminiscences is particularly important as a sub text to the bravado of
her words as she enters the room. Before her entrance Nelly had become aware
of the sound of men’s voices behind the closed door in the circolo which
prompts her to remember a scene from her youth when, on a cold winter’s
night, she walked:
Arm in arm with her mother past the hotel on the corner where her
brothers were drinking on a Friday night after work. It was forbidden
territory; friendly and warm, with the glow from the coal fire reflecting
on the wooden paneling of the bar, highlighting the faces of the men,
who, it seemed to her, were always having a good time. (180)
As well as providing an insight to Nelly’s character this passage connects with
the theme in Travelling with the Duke of “having a good time” that I have
commented on earlier.
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I had enjoyed thinking that in some sections of the novel the narration
was a way of directing my own work as I would do in the theatre. This was
related to the way I thought of some of the descriptions of the body movements
and gestures of a character as actors’ working notes in a script. A theatre
director spends a lot of time helping actors find their own understanding of the
physical identity of their characters and the gestures their characters use to
establish identity. Describing the physical movements of the characters was
doubly important to me. Although I did not include detailed descriptions of
their physical appearance, re-reading the passage about Nelly at the circolo
makes me even more strongly aware that I was always interested in the
physical presence of my characters and their different physical settings, as with
actors in a stage space. This view combined with a special interest in their
inner life and how to represent it. For example, before Nelly enters the room in
the circolo she “made her way stealthily across the room”. She then prepares
herself for her “entrance”: “She squared her shoulders, took a deep breath, gave
a short sharp knock on the door and entered” (180). As I have said, while I was
thinking in terms of “entrances” and “exits”, in practice I was acquiring
strategies for writing the novel.
Other descriptions in the narrative did not originate from a connection
to the theatre but from visual images that I connected with film. There were
times when I felt as though I was writing a film treatment and imagined the
characters giving cinematic performances. One example from Travelling with
the Duke is the description of the Professor in Chapter Seven after his
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unfortunate parting from Nelly. She has turned to give him a conciliatory
wave:
But he was walking back towards the bar. In his black hat and with the
long army coat billowing out behind him he had acquired a kind of
peculiar dignity which Nelly found almost touching until she
remembered that he had shouted at her. (79-80)
For me, this description of the Professor is an important image. I see it as a
“long shot”. I see the setting, the light and the atmosphere, yet when I look
back to my text the description consists of only a few words in the middle of a
sentence. I have had to ask myself why the short description of the Professor
seemed evocative. It seems that the ease with which I can see this image in my
mind (and clearly it was my intention for it to have the same effect on the
reader) comes back to the concept of intertextuality. The lone figure walking
away towards an unknown destiny is an archetypal image. It can be tragic or
comic. In his essay “Casablanca: Cult Movies and Intertextual Collage” in
Faith in Fakes, Umberto Eco refers to these recognisable images “as belonging
to a sort of ancestral intertextual tradition” (200). He is referring to film. My
aim was to strike the same chord of recognition with words. There is another
archetypal image involved, in what Eco refers to in the language of film, as
“intertextual frames” (200). The “black hat” and “long army coat” billowing
out behind the Professor as he walks away suggests an image of a romantic
hero. But then Professor Enrico della Piccola is clearly not a romantic hero. Or
is he an odd variation? The reader is told that the dignity he has acquired is (in
Nelly’s eyes) “peculiar” and is reminded, in the next passage, that his billowing
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coat (which can easily be seen as a romantic “cape”) is the old army coat that
he bought in the market that he realises “was giving out an unpleasant musty
smell”. The use of the image of the “lone romantic figure walking away” as a
“social or intertextual “frame” or scenario” (Eco 272) that is already known to
most readers makes it possible to comment, with humour, on the variation on
the stereotype of the “romantic hero” without “making it explicit in discourse”
(Eco 272).
A variation on this cinematic approach occurs when Nelly arrives at
Florence railway station. An image flashes into her mind:
A young, dark-haired woman, tears streaming down her face, holding
the hand of a small child, running for a train. It was not the way she
remembered it at all and hearing Enrico calling to her she came down
to earth and was forced to admit that she was making it up from
remembered scraps of old movies that he would have said were part of
the collective imagination. The image had been in black and white and
the woman was Anna Magnani. (218)
In relation to the previous examples of the cinematic element in the novel this
passage is somewhat different. The reader is led to a cinematic image through
Nelly’s self-reflection. The “real” image, for me (and for Nelly) is a reworking
of one of the final frames of Roberto Rossellini’s Roma, città aperta (Rome,
Open City, 1945). Nelly has adapted the image for her own emotional reasons.
There is no child in the cinematic image, it is very melodramatic and is
followed by the tragic conclusion when Pina (Anna Magnani) is killed. Nelly
has chosen to forget the German soldiers in the background. It is not necessary
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for readers to be aware of the allusion or even for those who know about Anna
Magnani’s roles in Italian neo-realisimo films to understand Nelly’s reworking
of the image. What is necessary to take from this passage as a point for further
understanding of Nelly’s character is that: she is over-dramatising her
departure from Florence Railway Station in the past, she realises this herself
because one of her characteristics is that she is very self-aware, and that she
would like to think of herself as having been a passionate woman like Anna
Magnani rather than the young woman she really was when she ran away from

Italy back to Australia.

My last reference to the connections between the narration and visual
images is the passage in Chapter Eleven when the Professor sees Katherine and
Marcello by the fish ponds at the Palazzo Tè. I thought of the description of
Marcello, not from a theatrical or cinematic point of view, but as an allusion to
a non-specific, generic Renaissance painting:
Katherine was dangling her bare legs over the bridge while Marcello
stretched out, resting on one elbow, his head turned towards her. Set
against the background of the severe neo-classical architecture they
looked very beautiful. (126)
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The reference to the “severe neo-classical architecture” of the Palazzo Tè is
important to this visual allusion as architectural backgrounds are a strong
feature of Italian Renaissance paintings (as in the work of Mantegna who was
the court painter in Mantua before Romano). The intention is for the reader to
see Katherine and Marcello as archetypes of “the beautiful young lovers”
through the reference to Marcello’s classical pose. As I have discussed in
relation to the image of the “lone figure” of the Professor, it was more
appropriate to my style of writing to suggest the archetype by using a visual
allusion rather than “making it explicit in discourse” (Eco 272). The only
variation on the stereotype is the contrast between Katherine “dangling her
bare legs” and Marcello’s classical pose. In fact, there is a fresco by Pontormo
in the Villa Medici at Poggio a Caiano outside Florence in which a young
peasant girl is dangling her bare legs over a garden wall. (Berti Plate XXIX)
This is yet another example of the complications of unravelling the influences
that are at play when writing. But there was no intention to make an allusion to
this fresco in the passage I have quoted.
My final comments in this section about the dimension of performance
in Travelling with the Duke are an explanation of how I imagined a physical
response to the comedy from the reader. The response I imagined was a smile
rather than the laugh I would hope for in the theatre. I hoped that as well as
responding to humour in the narrative or the dialogue the reader would pick up
on the gradual build up and unravelling of the coincidences in the plot, and the
moments when, through the dialogue, they realised that they knew more than
the characters in the novel. The recurring references to Nelly’s wild, black
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eyebrows are an example of this kind of comic dramatic irony. They are also a
variation on the theatrical “running gag” from stage farce, stand-up comedy
and situation comedies written for television. The running gag is a situation, a
reference or a line of dialogue that reappears throughout the work. The humour
comes from the repeated usage. In the following example the repetition occurs
four times.
In the beginning of the novel Nelly is looking at herself in the mirror
“licking her finger and attempting to smooth the wild black eyebrows that were
such a surprising contrast to her silver hair” (2). In the same chapter Jenny
(Nelly’s daughter) is thinking about her own daughter (Katherine) and how “it
was easy to see when she had something up her sleeve. It was all in the
eyebrows, those thick, dark eyebrows, like Nelly’s” (12-13). As the story
progresses the reader shares with the author the knowledge (unknown to Nelly)
that Katherine was the Professor’s assistant and that (unknown to the
Professor) Katherine is Nelly’s granddaughter. The eyebrows are mentioned
again in Chapter Thirteen. Nelly and the Professor are drinking coffee together
in the bar of the Albergo. The professor comments that Nelly is frowning:
“It’s my eyebrows,” said Nelly, “they run in my family.”
“How interesting,” he said, “in my case it’s the nose.” (141)
The reference to the “family” reminds the reader that they have been told about
Katherine’s eyebrows and are sharing the joke with the author. It is not until
Chapter Twenty Seven that the eyebrows make their final appearance in the
text. Nelly and the Professor are sitting by the fire after the dinner party:
Enrico glanced surreptitiously at her eyebrows.
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‘Is there something wrong?’ Nelly asked.
Mi Scusi. Your eyebrows ... a faded memory.’
‘I would let it fade,’ said Nelly. (274)
In this example the “eyebrows” running gag is combined with the comic
dramatic irony that is a main feature of the narrative and plot. There is no way
a novelist can be sure that the reader will catch moments of this kind in the text
but knowing that they would work in the theatre I was optimistic. In the theatre
there is a palpable response to this kind of humour and, once the actors realise
that the audience has “got it” and respond accordingly, the rapport with the
audience is strengthened and contributes to the success of the performance.
Since I have explored this element of comedy in Travelling with the
Duke I am aware that this mix of comic dramatic irony with repetitive
references to various elements of the narrative is vital to the style and the
humour of my novel. As I have said, the humour in the narrative is strongly
dependent on the reader being ahead of the characters and the lightness of the
technique involves using seemingly unimportant elements in the narrative to
remind the reader that they are in on the joke. Although I think of this
technique as having originated in my experience of writing for performance it
has been possible to weave these references into a prose narrative in a way that
is more complicated and subtle and makes for a gentler kind of comedy than I
would attempt to write for the theatre. Two examples that are relevant here are:
the references to the Professor’s fountain pen in Katherine’s letter to her
mother (49) and in Mantua (121, 132); and the appearance of the young woman
with her baby outside the Uffizi in Florence (159). The second example is a
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variation on the technique in so far as the repetitions are being used in a more
complex way as part of a new development in the plot and the consequences
are deliberately left up in the air. Jenny is waiting in the queue outside the
Uffizi in Florence when a young woman with a baby in a sling approaches her.
The reader’s recognition that the young woman in a sarong is Clare (the
missionary and ex-lover of Phillip, Jenny’s husband) and that the baby is his
child relies on “clues” that are given by repeating certain words/phrases from
an earlier episode set in Borneo. The description of Clare’s “pale, freckled
arms and legs” (54) becomes “pale freckled skin” (159) and the key words
“God bless”, associated with Clare’s character as a missionary, are used as she
is leaving Phillip (55) and repeated as she moves away from Jenny in the queue
outside the Uffizi (159). There are other examples of this technique throughout
my novel.
When, as in the case of a stage comedy, the denouement is boldly
artificial and at the same time exactly what was expected (in one way or
another) the audience sighs and laughs at the silliness of it all, at the actors’
skill in presenting the untangling of the complications and at their own
willingness to have been part of the game. It is a wonderful moment in the
theatre.
Travelling with the Duke is the kind of novel that leads the reader to
expect that there will be a happy ending and a satisfying unravelling of the
entanglements of the plot. Hopefully by the end of the novel the reader will be
interested enough in the characters to care about what has happened to them, or
what might happen to them in the future. The world in my novel is not artificial
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in the same way as the fictional world of traditional drama in the theatre. Prose
narrative offers complications of representation of character that are different
to the theatre. But there are many essential connections in my version of the
form of the novel even in the emotional texture of the narration, as at the end.
The final knots are untied in a very down-to-earth way by young Harry as he
sits on Mrs Ellis’ balcony. It is a far cry from the elation in the theatre in the
final scene of a comedy, but I was working from the same principle and
Harry’s reportage is intended as a light parody of theatrical tradition. His words
tumble out awkwardly with Mrs Ellis as the audience, “leaning forward in her
chair, like a child listening to a fairy story” (280). There is a slight twist in that
the reader is not told directly what has happened to Nelly, the protagonist.
Instead, it is suggested through the photograph of her sitting in the Bar Angelo
with Enrico, the Pratolini brothers and the observant dwarf. As cross-references
and foreshadowing have been built into the style of the novel the reader has
already learnt from the “fairy story” in Chapter Twenty that: ‘the woman who
spoke English ... accepted her fate and lived happily ever after in Ponteremo’
(208). Whether this is with or without the Professor is an open question. I
remember that when I wrote this passage I thought of the final scene of George
Bernard Shaw’s Pygmalion (1913) when the audience is left wondering if Eliza
will marry Freddy. Shaw provides the answer in his epilogue: ‘And that is just
what Eliza did.’ The printed text of Shaw’s play is one of his characteristic reworkings of the art of the theatre, the political essay and prose narrative. The
connection here underlines that Travelling with the Duke is a hybrid work of
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prose fiction and literary methods and performance techniques learned in the
theatre.
Travelling with the Duke is the first work of mine that has no overt
political content. I was reading Bakhtin’s essays on the novel in The Dialogic
Imagination when I enrolled for my DCA. In the 1980s I had been part of a
political group that disintegrated after the downfall of the Soviet Union in 1989
and the creative component of my MA was a two act play, The Percussionist,
that dealt with the effect of these events of 1989 on a group of Australian
characters. By reading Bakhtin I was following an interest in what had been
going on culturally in Stalinist USSR and what had been suppressed. I knew
that many of Bakhtin’s manuscripts had been suppressed or lost and the essays
in The Dialogic Imagination were published soon after his death in 1975. The
question of whether Bakhtin adhered to or resisted Marxism is a widely
debated question but he “shared with Marxist theorists an interest in the
historical and social world, an interest in how human beings act and think”
(Klages). That was how I came to Bakhtin. I have continued to read more
widely in critical theory during the course of the degree, in theorists such as
Barthes and in studies in literary theory.
Much of my discussion of my novel has been based on the terms
“intertextual” and “intertextuality” and, as I have mentioned earlier, the term
was coined by Julia Kristeva in the middle to late 1960s when she introduced
Bakhtin’s work to the French-speaking world. The term “intertextuality” and
the intertextual process has “spawned … a plethora of definitions and
redefinition” (Allen 59) and Kristeva’s theoretical works, with her emphasis on
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abstract terms, are seen, by some, as a misrepresentation of Bakhtin. Certainly,
for me, it is Bakhtin’s interest in the historical and social world that was
appealing. However, Kristeva and Bakhtin share “an insistence that texts
cannot be separated from the larger cultural textuality out of which they are
constructed” (Allen 36). Bakhtin’s vision of intertextuality “is social as is his
vision of human beings” (Allen 28).
When I finished writing Travelling with the Duke I could only think of
it as a whole or, as Bakhtin would say, a “unity”. In preparation for this
exegesis I had to think very hard about the process of writing, or in Bakhtian
terms, about the “diversity of the elements that constitute it” (Bakhtin 255).
Writing about one’s own work is a complicated business of combining
narrative, genre, literary style, cultural associations and personal experience.
After re-reading Bakhtin’s essay “Discourse in the Novel” and his thoughts on
the uniqueness of the novel it seemed even more complicated but at the same
time very interesting. I had developed a liking for Bakhtin, perhaps due to
Michael Holquist’s description of him in his introduction to The Dialogic
Imagination as an eccentric, someone who had used the only existing copy of
one of his manuscripts as “paper to roll his cigarettes during the dark days of
the German invasion” (xxiv). Holquist describes Bakhtin as a “baggy monster”
who loves novels because of the way they “stand in opposition to other, more
formalized genres” (xviii). Bakhtin’s theory includes the liberating idea that it
is in the nature of the novel to resist organising categories.
His distinctive concept of language lies at the heart of his work on the
novel and his own distinctive language (using words he has coined such as
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“chronotope”) is difficult. But within the intellectual difficulties I had noted
passages of clarity and wisdom (or perhaps I thought of them as common
sense) that clarified the art of the novel and its relation to the author, the reader
and culture. I do not intend to work back over my novel in terms of a complete
survey of Bakhtin’s theory. However, this section draws on some of Bakhtin’s
ideas that I responded to and that seemed relevant and helpful when it came to
looking back on my work.
I made notes on Bakhtin’s The Dialogic Imagination in preparation for
writing Travelling with the Duke at the beginning of my period of enrolment
for the degree and I returned to my notes on Bakhtin when I started to work on
this exegesis after I had completed the novel. I had drawn complicated linking
diagrams as a way of understanding his use of his term “chronotope” (literally,
time space). This seems a strange and difficult step for someone with my
background to have taken, especially when I found that it is a term employed in
mathematics. But Bakhtin explains that he has borrowed the term for “literary
criticism almost as a metaphor” (84) to discuss the concept that time and space
are fused into “one carefully thought-out concrete whole” (84). In his essay,
“Forms of Time and Chronotope in the Novel”, Bakhtin states that the
significance of the chronotopes and their “meaning for narrative” is that they
are the “organizing centres for the narrative events of the novel. The
chronotope is the place where the knots of narrative are tied and untied. It can
be said without qualification that to [the chronotopes] belongs the meaning that
shapes the narrative” (84). The concept of the chronotope becomes
complicated but by studying Bakhtin’s analysis of the chronotope of
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“encounter” I gained a retrospective insight into where I had been heading in
the narrative of Travelling with the Duke. I had been going there alone during
the writing but found greater confidence in the decisions I had made through
re-reading Bakhtin’s theory. Although his discussion of “encounter” was
applied to major Russian writers such as Dostoyevsky and Tolstoy I was
interested to find I could relate the values he describes in relation to the
chronotope of the road (associated with encounter) to my work.
Applying Bakhtin’s theory has made me aware that Travelling with the
Duke is “shot through with chronotopic values of varying degree and scope,”
and that “each motif, each separate aspect bears value” (Bakhtin 243). Here I
will refer to one layer of this exploration of my text. My point of departure is
the notes I made about Bakhtin’s discussion of the chronotope of the road
(associated with the chronotope of encounter) in preparation for writing the
novel. I have added comment about the narrative of Travelling with the Duke.
Bakhtin explains that “on the road” there is a lesser degree of
“emotional and evaluative intensity” than within the chronotope of
“encounter.” That is certainly true of the tone of my novel which, because it
aims at comedy, needed a style that shied away from emotional intensity. Other
characteristics of the chronotope of the road that I find applicable to my novel
are:
•

The road is a particularly good place for random encounters. The most
obvious and central random encounter in Travelling with the Duke is
the meeting of Nelly and Enrico, the Professor, in the bar at
Monteriano. It is of prime importance to the plot.

Travelling with the Duke: Origins, Structure, Technique

•

125

“On the road” the spatial and temporal paths of the most varied people
intersect at one spatial and temporal point. The “varied people” can be
representatives of all social classes, religions, nationalities and ages.

The “travelling” theme of my novel clearly fits into these values. I have
referred to my “cast” of assorted characters and how their different outlooks,
backgrounds and levels of learning add to the diversity of the elements within
the unity of the novel. The intersection of varied characters is vital to the plot
and the comedy. One of the main devices I used in the novel was the strategy
of setting up this interconnection combined with the classic comic technique in
which the connections are not successful. Obvious influences are the
mechanics used in a theatrical farce such as the popping in and out of doors,
hiding in the wardrobe or under the bed. However, Bakhtin’s (or his
translator’s) use of the word “intersect” gives a feeling of the “organising
heart” of the novel with all the characters meeting, not always in a literal sense,
at the busy intersection of Italy. This was one of the first ideas I had when I
first thought of writing my novel:
•

People who are normally kept separate by social and spatial distance
can accidentally meet; any contrast may crop up, the most various fates
may collide and interweave with each other.

Travelling with the Duke has a thematic pattern built around the concepts of
social and spatial difference. Bakhtin’s analysis helps me to focus that my
novel builds on a structure about space and time that involves all the characters
and their fictional “fates” in relation to the plot and its resolution. The main
technique used for this structure that involved space and time was that of
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racconto (or the telling of the back-stories). It became central to the comedy,
both for plot development, the characterisation and to the overall tone of
Travelling with the Duke. While a flashback is a swift jump back in time (and
space) racconto is a gentler approach allowing for longer episodes with more
extended detail. This applies particularly in relation to the stories of Nelly,
Jenny, Katherine, the Professor and Philip. The intended effect is that the
characters and the reader only reach the temporary resolutions of “fate” at the
end of the novel through complicated patterns of past time recalled and
crossing of space as well as time.
The other narrative technique in Travelling with the Duke that is
relevant to Bakhtin’s concept of social and spatial difference is foreshadowing,
which is used more sparingly. Both the “fairy story” and the passage in which
Harry shows Mrs Ellis the photo of Nelly in the Bar Angelo (already
mentioned in this chapter in a different context) are examples of
foreshadowing. In the case of the “fairy story” the reader is given a hint about
Nelly’s future in Italy. The passage about the photo repeats the hint from a
different perspective. However, they are both variations on the concept of
foreshadowing. The developments hinted at (Nelly staying to live in Ponteremo
and Nelly marrying or living with the Professor) are never actually affirmed in
the novel. They remain as implications or as hints about the classic happy
ending to a romantic comedy – and they lived happily ever after (in Italy).
Bakhtin’s analysis continues under two further headings that do not
demand further comment in this context:
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The chronotope of the road is both a point of new departure and a place
for events to find their resolution. Time, as it were, fuses together with
space and flows into it (forming the road).

•

The road is especially appropriate for portraying events governed by
chance.

The last specific chronotope that Bakhtin discusses is threshold which can be
combined with encounter and/or the road. Fundamentally it is connected:
with the breaking point of a life, the moment of crisis, the decision that
changes a life (or the indecisiveness that fails to change a life, the fear
to step over the threshold.) In literature, the chronotope of the threshold
is always metaphorical and symbolic, sometimes openly but more often
implicitly. (Bakhtin 248).
Bakhtin’s discussion of the road and the threshold confirmed, for me, that I
had been following a design that must, to some extent, belong to an enduring
type of novel or novel structure. I realised that nearly all the characters in
Travelling with the Duke are, in some way, metaphorically “stepping over the
threshold” in the same way that they are all metaphorically “on the road”. The
repetition of these chronotopes applied to different characters in different ways
seems to be fundamental to the comic structure of my novel. The most open
examples of stepping over the threshold are: Nelly, my protagonist, deciding to
run away to Italy; her daughter deciding to follow her; and Phillip (Jenny’s
husband) leaving Borneo to follow Jenny to Italy. Those that are “implicit” are
the occasions when characters make decisions that change their life. The plot
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of Travelling with the Duke is based on a network of these kinds of decisions
combined (as Bakhtin suggests) with the chronotope of the road.
I liked the idea of Nelly, my old protagonist, being “on the road”. I
associate the term with a certain degree of wildness unlike the terms “social
comedy” or “romantic comedy”. After all, the classic postmodern road genre
fictions are novels such as Jack Kerouac’s On the Road and films such as The
Wild One, where the characters are young rebels and the road is a setting for
American youth culture. Thelma and Louise was an interesting feminist
variation on the film tradition of this genre. But then, thinking back to a line in
Chapter Sixteen I must have been subconsciously aware of the road dimension.
The reference is not to Nelly but to Jenny, her daughter. Jenny is in Florence
talking on the telephone to her son, Jim, in Australia. He is affectionate but
assertive. “Hey mum,” he says just before he hangs up, “why don’t you take a
walk on the wild side? ” (169) Jenny decides “that the least she could do was to
take a walk over the Ponte Vecchio” (170). At the time of writing I had only
consciously thought of the song “Walk on the Wild Side” as a suggestion that
Jim knew about his mother’s habit of inventing a more interesting life for
herself in the past, and that these inventions of hers were connected to the
music of that time. The fact that Jim’s reference was to a Lou Reed song from
his 1972 album Transformer, produced by David Bowie, and that the lyrics
were wild (and out of Jenny’s time and her range of even imagined
experiences) added a bite to his comment and humour to Jenny’s decision to
“at least” walk over the Ponte Vecchio. What I was not conscious of at the time
was that the name of the song and Jenny’s consequent decision to “take a
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walk” was a comment on the tradition of setting off “on the road” and
“crossing the threshold” and that this dialogue fitted into a theme that was part
of the overall design and structure of the novel. This seems to be an example of
Bakhtin’s theory about cultural and literary traditions. He says that they are
“preserved and continue to live … they enter literary works, sometimes almost
completely bypassing the subjective individual memory of their creators”
(249).
Of course, the road structure in Travelling with the Duke is
accompanied by ironic variations on walking on the wild side and wildness.
After all, Nelly has run away to Italy without telling her family where she is
going. In that way she is a respectably wild and rebellious older woman, and
that is a basic premise of the whole novel. Structural complications about
wildness are present throughout the novel and contribute to the structural motif
of the road and travelling. For example, as a male counterbalance to Nelly
there is the anthropologist Philip who is always running away to the “wild”
exotic world from his suburban responsibilities. Nelly and Philip establish a
basic drift towards questions about conformity and subversion of standard
social codes, a theme that resonates with my basic interest in challenging and
shifting literary stereotypes. There is a crucial line that stresses the parallel
between Nelly and Philip when Philip receives the news that Nelly has run
away from home. It occurs to him that Nelly “might be more accepting than
most to a world inhabited by spirits and ghosts”. They “might have something
in common”. He remembers the old woman who died in the longhouse in
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Borneo and how her death was seen as “just an excursion away from home”
(238).
This aspect of Travelling with the Duke also relates to the tradition of
Shelley and Byron running away from England to become expatriate travellers
and residents in Italy. Shelley and Byron were extremely “wild” by the social
codes of their time, both in their behaviour and their intellectual pursuits.
Travelling with the Duke draws on a mild or at least respectably
subversive presence of “wildness”. I was aware that this subversiveness is one
of the basic elements in the genre of the picaresque, an episodic recounting of
the adventures of a roguish anti-hero/heroine of low social class who lives by
his/her wits on the road. Nelly is not a rogue and not of a low social class, but
she does behave in an unorthodox manner by running away without telling
anyone, and constantly uses her wits. She is an anti-hero insofar as she is not a
conventionally romantic figure. She follows her own path and makes her own
decisions even though they may not be recognised as correct behaviour within
society. The quotation from George Eliot’s Middlemarch in Chapter Three (53)
underlines this concept. Importantly, the episodic technique using realism and
humour to narrate the characters’ adventures is basic to the picaresque genre.
This is fundamental to the style I developed as the story unfolded. I recall the
pleasure (although none of the detail), I found in reading Fielding’s Tom Jones
with its picaresque ingenuity and J. B. Priestly’s picaresque novel, The Good
Companions, with its lighthearted optimism. In both cases there is a connection
to the theatre. Fielding and Priestley were dramatists as well as novelists; and
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the novel The Good Companions is a tale about the adventures of a troop of
travelling players.
It seemed impossible during the writing (and I began to think
unnecessary) to attempt to categorise my novel – to pin it down in relation to
genre. Again it was through Bakhtin’s discussion of the chronotopes that I
decided that this was as it should be. That is, the distinctiveness and originality
of a work is the result of “a number of different chronotopes and complex
interactions between them … it is common moreover for one of these
chronotopes to envelope or dominate the others” (such as the road).
“Chronotopes are mutually inclusive, they co-exist, they may be interwoven
with … or find themselves in ever more complex interrelationships” (252). As
Bakhtin suggests, the novel form seems to be based in generic hybridity and
multiple dimensions of structure and convention.
I connected with the last section of Bakhtin’s essay “Forms of Time
And Chronotope in The Novel” on a more personal level. It appeared to
provide an explanation for the way I had approached this exegesis and for the
complexities I encountered. My novel is in no way autobiographical, however,
by exploring the personal connections and influences that lay behind the
creation of the text it seemed, at times, that I was exploring my life. I found
this confronting and, at first, it was difficult to think of myself outside the
work. I realised that the text of Travelling with the Duke, and the relevant
personal experiences and influences, my relationship to literature and culture
and the reasons for writing this kind of novel were all interconnected. Perhaps,
I thought, this was a hazard and the knots should be untied. But I found that
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when Bakhtin came to discussing the “world represented in the work” and the
actual world as a “source of representation” (253) he claims that although there
is a boundary line between these two worlds it should never be seen as
something “absolute and “impermeable” (253). In his introduction to The
Dialogic Imagination Holquist writes of Bakhtin’s “extraordinary sensitivity to
the immense plurality of experience” (xx). It was this “plurality” that I had
seen as a problem when I began writing this exegesis.
In discussing the world that “creates the text” and the “represented
world” Bakhtin writes in a style that uses scientific metaphors. But he writes
with such intensity that his ideas have an almost Dostoevskian emotional
impact. He refers to the mutual interaction and exchange of the “real world”
and the “represented world” as being similar to the “uninterrupted exchange of
matter between living organisms and the environment that surrounds them. As
long as an organism lives, it resists a fusion with the environment, but if it is
torn out of its environment it dies” (254). It seemed strange that Bakhtin used
the language of science to discuss the novel. However, the idea of a novel
being a living thing that continues to be recreated and renewed by listeners or
readers is a pleasing concept for a writer. Bakhtin applies his theory in all its
sensible complexities to the writer and in doing so constantly tosses her/him
into the “real world”. Out there the author will remain tangential to the reality
s/he describes in the world represented in the work; the events that will be
described in the work will be observed from the author’s “own unresolved and
still evolving contemporaniety, in all its complexity and fullness” (255).
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I see the concept of the author’s “contemporaniety” as central to this
exegesis. The represented world of my novel has been created from the way I
have observed and included the “real world” from my own contemporary
position. This “real world” includes the “realm of literature and more broadly
of culture” (Bakhtin 255). Above all, this dissertation on my novel, Travelling
with the Duke, has explored the exchange and interrelationship between “work
and life” that makes the “distinctive life of the work” (Bakhtin 254). For the
most part this has been in relation to personal literary influences and other
dimensions of learning that are essential to the structure and texture of the
novel. I will refer to some other aspects of the “real world” and “represented
world” issue in the conclusion.
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Chapter Seven: Conclusion
On reflection, one of the main motivations for writing my novel was
the desire to “do” something with the experiences, observations and ideas that
are part of my “real world” and finding a place for them in the “represented
world” of my novel. This applied particularly to my experiences in Italy.
I wanted to write about the Italy and the Italians that I knew over time
and in relation to different places and different experiences. Some of these
experiences (such as watching an artificial insemination at a Tuscan farm) I
have used as the basis for episodes in my novel. I remember them with great
clarity but in an oddly objective way, almost as though I had read them in a
book or seen them in a film. I assume that is because the interest and
excitement of living in another country as a foreigner and being, to an extent,
outside the language sharpens the power of observation.
As well as the general motivation of wanting to write about Italy and
the Italians I had more specific ideas about what I wanted to achieve in relation
to the Italian content. The novel was to be a comedy and my intention was to
comment on some of the well-worn themes and familiar conventions in the
genre of the English-speaking traveller in Italy. The humour would partly be
derived from the reader’s recognition of the narrative stereotypes found in the
novels about travelling to Italy and in many of the nonfiction works
documenting Italy and the Italians. However, as the main characters emerged,
and I found myself committed to their development and their story I soon lost
interest in writing a comic novel that merely poked fun at the literary cultural
mania for Italy and things Italian. While I wanted the reader to recognise the
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play on the established conventions of the genre, the challenge was to write an
entertaining novel that did not draw attention to itself in the way an actor who
“mugs” on stage can ruin the comedy. The novel would have to stand on its
own feet in both Italy and Australia.
In the early stages of writing, I was trying to come to terms with
conflicting attitudes towards the genre, and I was aware that my sense of
stereotypes about Italy and my reactions to genre were connected in some
complex ways. Part of the pleasure derived from visiting Italy is discovering
the Italianate stereotypes and conventions for oneself. While rebelling against
the Italian cultural mania as a marketable commodity I was part of it. I had
been smitten with the same affection for Italy on my first visit and have spent
many years attempting to analyse and understand this ‘fatal charm of Italy’ that
Luigi Barzini discusses in Chapter Three of The Italians (59). Both as a
traveller in Italy and as a writer I have found that “discovering” Italian
stereotypes is a complicated process: part of the challenge is that there is real
basis for stereotypes; on the other hand, learning to understand Italy, Italian
and the Italians leads to experience that subverts and shifts stereotypes.
There is layer upon layer to peel away from the representation of
Italians as stereotypes and the clichéd representations of Italy and the added
complication that these stereotypes and clichés only exist because they are
based on reality. It seems that the important thing to consider is how they are
used and for what purpose.
There have been various phases of my responses and understanding of
Italy depending on the circumstance. At times I think my first responses were
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the most insightful although l feel that being able to view Italy and the Italians
from different perceptions has enabled me to connect the Italian experience to a
range of characters who bring differing points of view to my story about
travelling to Italy.
I began writing the novel, not with the opening chapter, but with a
scene set in a market in a small Italian town. The real town that was the model
is Pescia in northern Tuscany. Pescia is not charming or romantic and it is
rarely mentioned in tourist material about Tuscany but I know it well, in
particular the bus stop, which is decidedly unromantic and the setting for
Nelly’s first meeting with the Professor in Travelling with the Duke. The
market, used by the local people, was held in the square every Saturday
morning when I lived nearby, in Vellano, in the early nineteen nineties. In my
imagination it was in the market at Pescia that I first saw Nelly, my
protagonist, buying a second-hand coat. I saw her catching the bus down the
winding mountain road from Vellano, one of ten, “fairy tale”, medieval
villages set on the hill tops above Pescia. At this point, the “real” Italy started
to merge with the “represented” Italy that was beginning to appear in my text
and I began to enjoy writing. I realised that I could stop worrying about the
issue of genre and the idea of Italy and write from my own experiences
assuming that they would, in some way, be embedded in Italian cultural and
narrative conventions. In that way the cultural issues and the generic codes
would find their way into the novel. In fact, as I have explored in this exegesis,
the novel became a combination of comic realism and increasingly selfreflexive fiction that shaped itself.
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From the beginning, when I first thought of writing an
Australian/Italian novel my intention was to incorporate some of my concerns
about the representations of Italians that are commonly used in books about
travelling to Italy. The Italians are often presented superficially and in the
nineteenth-century English novels they are barely represented at all. In order to
include Italian characters who had the same complexity as the other characters
and who were part of the whole design of the novel without being marked as
“others” I would have to find unobtrusive techniques for using the Italian
language or for not using the Italian language. I did not want to avoid the issue
of the Italian language as part of the challenge of an English language fiction
about travellers in Italy. I did not want to send Nelly, my protagonist, off to
Italy with a knowledge of Italian that would avoid what I see as an important
issue about travellers who have little or no Italian and whose experiences go
beyond superficial tourism. That, I decided, would be false. There had to be
ways around the language problem in order to tell the story and to give any
depth to the most important sequences that were set in Italy. I decided to put
the language problem “out in the open” for both Nelly and her daughter Jenny
and the reader. This would include their difficulties with the language that
resulted from their attempts to reach some kind of genuine rapport with the
Italians. It was also essential to the plot. In response to these issues I developed
a particular approach to the Italian language.
The device I developed in response to the challenge about the
representation of Italian speakers in an English language fiction is one that
different readers will respond to in different ways. How readers respond will
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depend on the extent of their knowledge of Italian and whether they are like
foreign travellers in Italy without Italian or with some knowledge of Italian.
The approach to Italian to some extent mimics the experience of a traveller.
That is, my solution to the language issue was to include a substantial amount
of Italian conversation and Italian words and phrases in the English text. The
challenge then was to provide the reader with a reasonable degree of
understanding as well as a dramatic sense of confronting a representation of
travelling in a foreign country with a foreign language. One solution was to
provide implicit or indirect translation at key points.
In Chapter Nine, Nelly is talking to Bruno, the young communist who
is helping her to learn Italian. The reader is led to expect that he is about to tell
Nelly that his Grandmother has died:
“But now I am no longer lonely on Sunday nights, and you, Nelly, are
like a grandmother to me. My grandmother ...” Bruno twisted a curl of
his hair around his finger and sighed,
“Mia nonna ...”
“È morta?”
“Sì. Mia nonna è morta. Brava Nelly!”
That must have been the past tense, Nelly had thought, while giving
Bruno a sympathetic smile. (93)
In this example, there is no direct translation of the Italian. Bruno indirectly
translates nonna, the Italian for Grandmother, by using the English word
“Grandmother” in the same sentence. The meaning of morta is implicit in the
context and the joke about the “past tense” works to verify it in a comic way.
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My second example is a conversation between the young lovers,
Katherine and Marcello in Chapter Eleven of Travelling with the Duke:
Later, they lay in bed listening to the “chss chss chss” of the
woodworms steadily munching their way through the old chestnut
beams of the farmhouse.
“Do they worry you?” asked Katherine. “Could the house fall down?”
Marcello laughed as he put his ear to the wall to locate the munching
sound.
“My father and I, we will go to the farmacia, we will buy a syringe and
we will squirt poison into the wood. Then, arriverderci i tarli!’
‘Why arriverderci?’
‘They always come back.’
‘Oh dear.’
‘Ah!’ said Marcello dreamily, ‘but first come the beetles, and they are
very beautiful.” (115-16)
As with morta in the previous example, Farmacia, does not require a
translation. There is no direct translation of tarli (woodworms) but I believe
that when Marcello mentions “beetles” the meaning is clear or clear enough to
allow the passage to carry the Italian without the need of translation. The use of
arriverderci should work as an Italian/English joke for the reader.
The method of implicit or indirect translation is part of the comic
design of Travelling with the Duke. I believe that it creates a certain rapport
between the author and the reader who, one assumes, is pleased to be given the
explanation. I have used other more direct translation techniques in the text.
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The choice of a particular technique was dependent on the overall tone of the
scene or passage, the relationship of the characters, or the development of their
relationship, and the necessity, or non-necessity, of providing a translation for
the reader. These techniques seemed to fit naturally into the flow of the
narrative.
I should mention that I find the conventional typographic obligation to
use italics for Italian words a disadvantage although I have chosen to observe
the convention. When there is no intention to place emphasis on the Italian
words the italics call the reader’s attention to the syntax the author has used to
weave the Italian and its meaning into the narrative. The visual impact of the
italics causes an interruption in the flow of the narrative, it might be almost
imperceptible but it is an interruption. There is also a tendency for this
emphasis on the foreign word to be seen as an affectation. I have noticed that
there are no italics for the Italian words in Forster’s text of A Room with a
View.
In the wider context my attempt to include Italian as part of the
experience of the novel has been related to my interest in a tension between
Italian authenticity and Italian stereotypes as part of the general issue of the
relation between the fictional world of the novel and reality. In order to add to
this final focus in relation to my representation of Italy and the Italians I want
to return briefly to E. M. Forster’s A Room with a View. In Chapter One I have
discussed how Forster’s Italian novels were early twentieth century revisionings of the tradition of English literature about travelling to Italy. Forster
was well aware of the stereotypes of Italians and the clichés about Italy that
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were prevalent in his time. His use of them was subtle and multi-layered. The
reader feels familiar with Forster’s representation of Italy because of the
familiarity of the stereotypes and clichés Forster uses so purposefully. It is
possible to discuss this issue in A Room with a View in relation to the voice of
the narrator and the voices of the English characters but Italian characters are
thin on the ground.
The stereotypes enter Forster’s text through the perceptions of his
English, middle-class characters in order to satirise accepted codes of
behaviour in English society and English values and morals. A representative
example is Miss Lavish’s foolish over-enthusiasm for the smells in the back
streets of Florence, and her comment that “one doesn’t come to Italy for
niceness … one comes for life” (37). Here Forster uses the cliché to build his
comic satire through the character of Miss Lavish and her enthusiasm for the
“real” Italy and her belief that the “real” Italy is true “life”. Miss Lavish’s
comment also connects to deeper themes in the novel. It is an interesting
example of the complications involved in the use of a cliché and with the
complication that Miss Lavish is a fictional novelist in a novel that uses Italy
and the Italians as a basis for a vision of “real life” and “true living”.
Undoubtedly, Miss Lavish’s comment is unoriginal but it is nevertheless based
on a truth about Italy that has been repeated over the centuries and still exists
today; and there are many other tourists and writers who share her view. “At
last, for the first time, I live”, Henry James wrote in his diary on his first day in
Rome in 1869 (Barzini 54). Miss Lavish is absurd but she represents key
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themes for the novelist who sees Italy as a special place for travellers to
discover themselves and a sense of the value of life.
The episode of the murder of the Italian in the Piazza Signoria in the
Fourth Chapter of A Room with View provides a further example of Forster’s
interest in Italian stereotypes, although in this case that the stereotype is at once
limited and negative. Lucy says in response to having been told that the
murderer tried to kiss his victim, “how very odd Italians are! … Mr Beebe was
saying that Italians know everything, but I think they are rather childish” (64).
Forster again plays on the cliché in a complicated way. Lucy’s response to the
event and her mixed emotions is to become “almost garrulous” as “she spoke
of the Italian character” (64). She resorts to the stereotype of the “childish
Italian” when commenting on the aftermath of an incident that was, in itself, a
reworking of what could be perceived as a stereotyped Italian situation:
Italians are primitive and violent; Italians carry knives, they are so lacking in
control over their emotions that they will kill over a debt of cinque lire. The
stereotype was also well established for the English speaker in history, opera,
poetry and drama, such as Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi and Shakespeare’s
Romeo and Juliet. What better place to rework it than in the Piazza Signoria in
Florence, the scene of many a bloody deed in Italian history?
In Travelling with the Duke my aim was to avoid being limited to
simple stereotypes and superficial stereotypical representations of Italians
while at the same time being aware that the search for authenticity is a
complicated game, even for Italians. As I was aware, national stereotypes have
a basis in reality, and type characters of one kind or another are part of the
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technique of comedy and a great deal of fiction. At the same time I was
increasingly committed to making the novel comedy with a degree of Italian
authenticity. The understanding of Italians that I brought to my novel comes
from my own experiences and observations. For this reason, I had a strong
interest in presenting a “real” Italy. Bakhtin argues the location of the “road” is
always a fictional variation on the known world, even when the setting is
foreign: “the foreignness of this foreign county is illusory”; what is represented
is the “sociohistorical heterogeneity” of one’s own country (245). While I
accepted that this is undeniably true, the only possible way of approaching the
kind of novel I wanted to write was to hope that the illusion would have a
reasonable degree of fictional authenticity.
However, any claim on my part to having any understanding of Italy
and the Italians includes accepting that in Italy “reality and representation may
differ by a mere hair-breath” (Barzini 106). For this insight and confirmation of
a general point of view I owe a debt to Luigi Barzini whose study of the
manners and morals of the Italians in his book The Italians has allowed me to
believe that I have made some progress in my search for authenticity; and with
the advantage that Barzini is an Italian reflecting on Italy and the Italians. For
me, Barzini’s The Italians is the most honest and thought provoking book to
have been written about Italy, the Italians and what the Italians refer to as cose
all’italiana, that is, “the habits, traits, tendencies, and practices” (16) that are
unmistakably Italian. Barzini is witty and amusing. In addition, he brings to his
study a depth of understanding that includes references and connections to
Italian history and politics, to classic works of Italian literature such as The
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Book of the Courtier and to the remarkable careers and writings of fifteenthcentury figures such as Machiavelli and Guicciardini. Barzini’s book was
written in 1964 and although contemporary Italy is different from the Italy of
1964, the Italians have adapted rather than changed completely. As I have
noted in Chapter Four there are an increasing number of non-fictions books
written for the “fascination with Italy” market. For the most part these works
intended to instruct and amuse the reader are a cobbling together of outsider’s
observations, lists of the achievements of famous Italians and things to know,
to do and not to do when in Italy. While Barzini acknowledges most of the
outsiders’ observations and makes similar observations himself, he confronts
the issues of why Italian national inclinations exist and he explores their origins
and the ways in which they demonstrated.
I have read The Italians many times, returning to my favourite passages
to check on my own ideas. I have read passages to Italian friends who, without
exception, have accepted the truth of Barzini’s theories about cose all’italiana.
In fact, a discussion around these issues appears to be, in itself, one of these
tendencies or cose (things). In Barzini’s chapter on “illusion” in The Italians,
he refers to Castiglione’s Book of the Courtier. Castiglione’s instructions to the
Renaissance courtier include the concept of sprezzatura that I have used in
Travelling with the Duke and discussed in Chapter Three of this exegesis. At
this point Barzini introduces a perception about Italians that I have found
useful as a support of my view and in relation finding a narrative method for
dealing with Italians and Italian stereotypes. Barzini suggests that Castiglione’s
recommended behaviour for the courtier runs deeply in the Italian conscience:
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“the show is as important as, many times more important than, the reality”
(110). Barzini also claims that at a certain point the search for the “real” and
the “represented” in Italy becomes a game: “Is the hungry beggar in the street
real or a good imitation?” (108); “In fact, the thing and its representation often
coincide exactly. They may also coincide approximately, or may not coincide
at all. There is no sure way of telling” (106). Barzini’s explanation of national
identity here is in part that in Italy the difference between inner reality and
public performance can be hard to judge, that with the Italians there is no way
to be certain about the difference. At such points Barzini’s theory of the two
Italies, that is the “real” and the “represented,” provides a useful guide to
understanding how some of my Italian characters were created and the parts
they play in my novel.
In Chapter Five of this dissertation, I wrote about how my experience
in writing for the theatre influenced the text of Travelling with the Duke. When
discussing my creation of certain Italian characters that can be recognised as
stereotypes I find it useful to use the term “stock character”, a term that is more
commonly used in the language of the theatre. The term “stereotype” has
negative connotations. A stereotype is “fixed” and lacks originality. The term
“stock character” suggests that it is only the starting point for the development
of a character. In Italian Commedia dell’arte the stock characters were based
on fixed social types (tipi fissi) such as: Il Dottore (the doctor), a caricature of
learning who was pompous and fraudulent; and Il Capitano (the captain) a
caricature of the professional soldier who was bold, swaggering and cowardly.
The actors were required to improvise and display virtuosity. This kind of
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theatre continues to be popular in Italy and has been internationally recognised
and acclaimed through the work of Dario Fo and Franca Rame. (Dario Fo, the
Italian playwright, director and actor, was awarded the 1997 Nobel Prize for
Literature). I find interesting analogies between this theatrical tradition of
theatrical improvisation and stock characters when I consider two of the minor
Italian characters in my novel, the “Italian barber” and the “Italian hairdresser”.
The barber and the hairdresser both play important roles in the reality
of everyday life in Italy. They are the rulers of their small domains that are the
settings for the exchange of information and gossip. They establish an unusual
intimacy with their clients while “keeping their place” but at the same time
taking pleasure in displaying their skills. These are, of course, generalizations
about how the hairdresser and barber are seen in the “real” world of Italy, but
that is the essence of stock characters and is particularly useful for comedy.
However, in the theatre an actor improvises around the pre-established scenario
adding variations and personal touches often based on observations from “real”
life. In fiction, it is the writer who makes use of the recognisable scenario and
the character “type” and brings to the text the equivalent of the actor’s skills.
Both characters in my novel were influenced by my own personal experiences.
Part of the audience/reader’s pleasure in the performance/text is in recognising
the “familiar” and their own preconceived ideas about a particular social type
or a foreigner and in recognising and following an interest in variations.
The episodes in Travelling with the Duke that involve the hairdresser
(Chapter Fourteen) and the barber (Chapter Twenty Four) were a narrative
device for both Jenny and Phillip to continue on their journeys after taking a

Travelling with the Duke: Origins, Structure, Technique

147

step towards re-inventing themselves. Jenny and Phillip are both in need of a
“makeover”. The comedy in the episodes depends on the reader’s familiarity
with the settings of the hairdressing salon, and the barbershop. This was my
form of a well-known scenario. From this starting point, it was possible to
introduce variations that played on recognisable cose all’italiana such as the
belief that in Italy there is a synthesis of life and art. Would a Florentine
hairdresser really be familiar with Pontormo’s painting The Deposition?
Signor Vittorini, the hairdresser who Jenny visits in Florence, makes the point
that his familiarity with the artwork is beyond doubt. To suggest otherwise is to
question his essential italianità (italianity). Signor Soldati, the Pisan barber
who Phillip goes to when he first arrives in Italy from Borneo, considers
himself to be an artist who is carrying on his family’s tradition of skilled
artisanship in the restoration of antique furniture. Both of these episodes also
emphasise the Italian commitment to presenting a bella figura, that is, to show
oneself to advantage. Combined with this is the tendency of Italians to
encourage other’s efforts towards achieving this goal as part of a shared
acceptance of the concept that the show is as important as the reality.
Stock characters, like the hairdresser and the barber, who Jenny and
Phillip meet on their journey, are an intermingling of the “real” and the
“represented” in Italy. While an actor asked to play Italian barber will draw on
his observations from “real life” a “real” Italian barber knows that he is giving
a performance in his own national drama.
I am satisfied with the role these Italian characters play in my novel.
However, as I have stated previously about other aspects of the creative
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process, my awareness of how and for what purpose these characters came to
my text is from a retrospective analysis. I know that I had a different attitude
towards the Italian characters who are at the heart of my novel and are
connected to the story through their relationship with Nelly, my protagonist.
The Professor is essentially Italian although he is fluent in English.
While this is a necessary device in order to negotiate my way around dealing
with the use of English and Italian, it is acceptable that an educated Italian like
the professor would be able to speak fluent English. I also thought it was
reasonable to provide him with an English grandmother, allowing him an easy
proficiency in English and eliminating the need to make any comments on his
English accent. The mistakes he makes when he uses English are not
grammatical but idiomatic.
The main Italian characters in Ponteremo are Gianna, the owner of the
Albergo, her husband Roberto, and Bruno, a young teacher and a communist.
These characters have a degree of complexity. Their behaviour and the
decisions they take are vital to the telling of the story, as are their individual
attitudes that they bring to their relationship with Nelly. The fact that they are
Italians is only part of their complexity. Or rather, they are Italians who are
seen beyond the Italian obsession with performance and appearance. With
these characters the reader knows something about their background and their
inner thoughts and can, to some extent, “understand” them and be interested in
what happens to them in the story. Their complexity means that they are
capable of change unlike the hairdresser and barber who, in my text, are given
their place in the narrative for a set purpose. Obviously, this complexity also
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applies to the Australian characters and I feel this includes the minor ones, as
they are all the Australian characters drawn from my own Australian
consciousness. But the issue here is that I responded to Italian characters such
as Gianna in terns of inner identity that crosses national differences. What
interests in relation to these Italian characters is that I worked on securing the
essential Italian aspects of their characters without treating them as “strange”
or “exotic”. I think of them as having been chosen for themselves rather than as
a vehicle for representing the Italian side to the story.
I will discuss the character of Gianna, a character who developed from
personal memories of my neighbour, Ida Giglio, in Barga, in the Garfagnana
area of Tuscany. The house was in the countryside and I lived there through a
winter in the nineteen seventies. There were no tourists and I had very little
Italian. My relationship and friendship with Ida only developed through my
gradual understanding and affection for her on a personal level. At the same
time, I recognised that essential aspects of her personality and behaviour were
“Italian”. I have woven these aspects into the narrative that tells Gianna’s story,
forms her relationships with the other characters and is essential to the
development of the plot. I feel in discussing the Italian characters and the
Italian content in my novel, it is important to reiterate that, above all, with
characters such as Gianna I was thinking of individuals who happened to be
Italian, although at the same time, as a key contradiction involved in the
process of writing, I was concerned with distinctively Italian features of
identity based on received opinion (from literature, from commentators such as
Barzini, and from conversation) as well as my own observation and experience.
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Some of the aspects of Gianna’s character that are essentially “her” as
an individual and also essentially Italian include her pragmatism and frugality
(and these features are authentically Tuscan according to tradition and my own
experience). Gianna insists on referring to the Professor as Il Professore. It is
the custom in Italy to affix a title to someone’s name whenever possible. There
is, in Italy, a genuine respect for academic achievement but non-Italians are
usually surprised to find that, for example, the title Professoressa can be
applied to both an esteemed female academic and the local schoolteacher. It is
more than an accepted use of flattery in social situations (which should be
reciprocal) it is one of the Italian practices that are “designed to make life
decorous and agreeable” (Barzini 97). Gianna’s character also reflects some of
the complexities of human vicissitudes that Italo Calvino discusses in his
introduction to Italian Folktales. The reoccurring themes of Italian folk stories,
themes that are grounded in the real life experiences and culture of Italy, are
presented in Travelling with the Duke in the narrative describing Gianna’s
background and the history of the albergo. I use the Tuscan proverb quoted by
Calvino, “The tale is not beautiful if nothing is added to it” (xxi), as a
justification for Gianna’s attempts to bring the Professor and Nelly together.
Gianna’s pragmatism about survival and her attitude to religion is tempered by
her kindness to Nelly, when she begins to treat her as a member of the family, a
response that reflects the importance of the family in Italy. Gianna’s sense of
family also helps to tie the plot together at the end of the novel: Gianna is to
become a mother, and Nelly is offered a place in the family as a Godmother in
residenza (in residence).
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I have included these reflections on the Italian characters in the
conclusion to this reflection on Travelling with the Duke for the reason that
they link with the general issues about fiction and reality, and the novel and
representation. Beyond this point my understanding of the relation between my
novel and travelling in Italy goes further into the area of personal experience. It
seems to me to be more a matter of biography and memoir than direct
reflection on the novel and its structure, style and meaning. When I reflect on
my most personal experiences of Italy and the Italians that have informed the
writing of the novel, the theme that reoccurs is the close connection between
ordinary Italian life and the long tradition of Italian literature and art. Many
people choose to travel to Italy to follow an interest in Italian art and that
interest is reflected in the title of my novel and its narrative, as this exegesis
has explored. I want to end this reflection on Travelling with the Duke with a
personal memory that stresses the other side of the picture, the fact that art and
literature are part of traditional Italian life.
Barga, Tuscany
Silvio was my neighbour in Barga. His small house, with a wonderful
view, was always known as Paradiso. Silvio was clever and wise but had little
formal education.
I was watching Silvio working in the garden from my window when he
stuck his spade in the earth, straightened his back and stood looking at the view
of Barga and the Appenine mountains.
“L’ora di Barga!” He exclaimed.
“Tu dici, E’ l’ora; tu dici,
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E’ tardi, voce che cadi blanda dal cielo.”
Silvio was reciting a poem. He had no idea that anyone could see or hear him.
“Ma un poco ancora lascia che guardi l’albero,
il ragno, l’ape, lo stelo, cose ch’han molti secoli o un anno o un’ora.”
Later I was to discover that the poem was L’Ora di Barga by Giovanni Pascoli
(1855 – 1912), a famous, Italian pastoral poet and scholar who had lived the
last part of his life at Castelvecchio, only a kilometre away. I only fully
understood the poem when, many years later, I read an English translation but
that afternoon, when Silvio’s voice rang out across the vineyard, it clearly was
his poem, addressed to his own patch of the Tuscan landscape.
You say, It’s time; You say,
It’s late, the voice that falls blandly from the sky
But let me look a little longer at the tree,
The spider, the bee, the stem, things which are centuries, or a year or
an hour old.
Silvio finished his recitation and stood leaning on his spade watching the late
afternoon sun moving behind the mountains. When the nine hundred year old
Barga Cathedral, no longer caught in the reflected light, disappeared from view
he went back to his work in the garden.
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Appendix One: Illustrations
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Illustration One: Pontormo Deposition
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Illustration Two: Giulio Romano Room of the Horses, Palazzo Tè.
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Giulio Romano Zeus and Olympia, Room of Cupid and Psyche, Palazzo Tè

Giulio Romano Cupid and Psyche, Room of Cupid and Psyche, Palazzo Tè
Illustration Three
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Illustration Four: Piero della Francesca Federico di Montefeltro, Duke of
Urbino
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Illustration Five: Piero della Francesca Battista Sforza, Duchess of Urbino
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